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Abstract
In 2014, Tennessee’s governor, Bill Haslam, introduced Tennessee Promise - legislation
that enabled Tennessee high school and home school graduates to attend two years of
tuition-free higher education at qualifying institutions. In the fall of 2015, Tennessee’s
four-year colleges and universities experienced a significant decline in freshman
enrollment. This quantitative descriptive study uses the theories of human capital, social
capital, and marketing service theory to examine the impact of free tuition on the college
choice. Four hundred twelve Tennessee Promise students answered survey questions,
demonstrating the impact of Tennessee Promise funds on their decision to attend college
and on the ultimate college choice. The resulting analysis is a definition of the existing
Promise recipients by gender, race, household income, and parental level of education
among other attributes. It provides four-year college recruiters a target profile for the
students who enroll in college due to Tennessee Promise and for those who changed their
college choice in order to use the free tuition that Tennessee Promise offers. This may
enable recruiters to better reach their target market in order to reverse the trend of
declining freshman enrollment. Free tuition through Tennessee Promise offers all high
school and home school graduates, including those who may not have the means or the
confidence, an opportunity to enroll in college. Tennessee Promise is giving its students
the opportunity to seek wisdom in an effort to combat poverty and joblessness.
Keywords: college choice, Tennessee Promise, Millennials, free tuition, human capital
theory, social capital theory, marketing services theory
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study
For college-bound high school seniors, choosing an institution of higher learning can be a
stressful time. This one decision has life-changing potential for 17- year old students. The need
to decide on a possible career path, declare a major, and ultimately choose the college where they
will pursue the education needed to accomplish their goals should not be taken lightly. At the
same time, colleges are competing for students. Knowledge of the criteria used by students for
college choice will enable the colleges to segment and target their student market, attracting and
enrolling those students who are seeking the education offered by the college.
Background of the Problem
Prospective college freshmen are bombarded with competitive choices between
institutions of higher learning. In addition to traditional colleges and universities, community
colleges, and trade schools, the market also includes online universities and international
offerings (Han, 2014). With tuitions increasing faster than inflation (Lorin, 2014), and student
loans at record high levels (Sparshott, 2015), a formerly important decision is now critical to the
quality of life, not only during college, but also after graduation. Choosing a college where the
fit is comfortable enhances the college experience; however, choosing a college at the right price
will help the students begin life after college without massive debt. Excessive student loan debt
may inhibit the ability to obtain a home mortgage or purchase an automobile. The average
student loan debt for 2015 college graduates is $35,000. Almost 71% of bachelor degreed
graduates leave school with student loans. By comparison, in 2005 the number was 64% and in
1995, it was less than 50%. Considering these financial factors, the breakeven point for most
college students is delayed in life, which increases the importance of making the right college
decision, or even whether or not to go to college, making the college choice decision more
critical.
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Earlier studies have revealed the criteria that apply when students decide upon which
college to attend. The criteria are split between student characteristics and institutional
characteristics. Student characteristics include criteria such as the financial situation and
educational history of the family, as well as grade point average, personal interests, and career
goals. Family wealth influences mediocre students who apply to highly prestigious universities.
In addition, the parents’ educational level, and their level of involvement in the process, may
influence the outcome. Institutional characteristics, including cost, distance from home,
curriculum, opportunities for financial aid, and school reputation were also found to be key
factors in the decision process (Han, 2014). However, the decision criteria for the most recent
Tennessee high school graduates may have changed due to state legislation offering free tuition
to recent high school graduates as well as other current socio-cultural, economic, and political
factors (Bruce & Carruthers, 2014). Knowing how students choose a college is critical to
recruiters and marketers for targeting the desired market segment and reversing the trend toward
reduced freshman enrollment.
Problem Statement
The general problem was that traditional 4-year colleges and universities in Tennessee
experienced a decline in incoming freshman enrollment for the Fall 2015 semester. The
University of Tennessee’s main campus in Knoxville, Tennessee, was the only state campus that
maintained a steady enrollment state in freshman enrollment. The campuses in Chattanooga and
Martin both experienced a 13% decline in freshman enrollment (Anderson, 2015; WBIR Staff,
2015). The University of Memphis had a record freshman enrollment for Fall 2014 due to an
influx of out-of-state students after a year of extensive recruiting (Roberts, 2014), however, like
other Tennessee universities, 2015 enrollment of in-state freshman dropped 11%.
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The specific problem to be addressed was reversing the decline in enrollment of
incoming freshmen to Tennessee’s 4-year colleges and universities. The focus of the study was
to examine what relevant criteria in college choice makes a difference in how students made
their decision. That knowledge may enable colleges to recruit more effectively to reverse the
declining enrollment trend.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this quantitative descriptive study was to describe how the most recent
Tennessee high school graduates chose a university in light of the offer of free tuition. The study
will provide information to college recruiters, enabling them to more accurately identify the
target market segments most likely to enroll in Tennessee four-year colleges and universities.
For college recruiters and marketers, awareness of the students’ enrollment criteria could give
direction for accurate market segmentation and building a target market profile of desired student
demographics, including gender, diversity, grade point average, and test scores. The ability to
market directly to qualified students allows for a more effective and efficient process by
streamlining the marketing processes used to reach them, thus lowering the costs of recruiting
and improving the profitability of the institution.
Survey links were sent to college freshmen and sophomores at Tennessee colleges and
universities. Students receiving free tuition via Tennessee Promise funds were polled to gather
information about gender, race, standardized test scores, socio-economic status, parental
education levels, and the impact of free tuition in the decision. Students not receiving Tennessee
Promise funds were screened out of the survey.
Nature of the Study
This descriptive quantitative study was designed to detail the characteristics of the target
population, as well as the population’s consumer behavior as it relates to college choice. The
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ability to reach a large population of college freshmen and sophomores with an online survey
provided adequate data for review in this study, effectively defining the first classes eligible for
the Tennessee Promise - a lottery funded scholarship program providing two years of free tuition
at Tennessee community colleges, trade and technical schools, and selected four-year schools
offering Associates degrees - and the criteria used to make their ultimate college choice. The
population for the study was the classes of 2015 and 2016 high school graduates from Tennessee
high schools and home schools.
Qualitative studies are more experiential and situational than analytic (Kumar, 2014). A
qualitative study was not used because the research questions sought to examine the market share
profile of students in Tennessee who would prefer a traditional four-year school and to what
extent the profile fits the population. A mixed methods design was not appropriate due to time
constraints although follow-up one-on-one interviews would provide deeper contextual
information in exploring the decision-making process involved in selecting a college. Where the
motives need to be explained from a qualitative perspective, the literature provides adequate
qualitative information to describe the motives for college choice decisions.
The descriptive study was chosen in order to construct the consumer profile of the latest
college freshman classes as they made their college choice. Descriptive studies describe the
facts and characteristics of a given population with accuracy and within a contextual framework.
In this case, the given population consisted of members of the classes of 2015 and 2016 high
school graduating class who were freshmen and sophomores in Tennessee colleges at time of
survey. The contextual framework includes the motivating factors for their choice of higher
education outlets. Once the profile was defined, it was available for recruiters and marketers to
target potential students of Tennessee four-year colleges regardless of financial incentives.
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Content analysis is based on patterns, meanings, and relationships of concepts discovered
in the survey data, then making inferences about the messages in the text (Bryman, 2016).
Content analysis was not utilized because this study was focused on actions and not words. An
evaluative study measures the effects of a social or organizational program or intervention and
whether prescribed goals were met (Bryman, 2016). The Tennessee Promise legislation could be
considered a social program, but this study was only focused on the outcomes of the program,
not whether procedures were followed.
An experimental study requires the use of a control and test group to determine cause and
effect outcomes, and is not appropriate for this study as it was focused only on the extent of
changes in perception that led to action (Bryman, 2016). Q-methodology is more often used to
study the responses of individuals in a subjective manner to provide insight into opinion
formation to generate testable hypotheses (Brown, 1993). This study did not need to test for
hypotheses because they exist already from previous research published in the literature, thus Qmethodology was not applicable (Brown, 1993).
Case study, while containing many of the attributes needed for this study was not chosen
because it is focused on discovering the “how” and “why” events or conditions are interrelated to
define a phenomenon. The chosen descriptive method for this study was better fitted to
determine if a target market segment profile could be created (Kumar, 2014). A correlational
study was not appropriate for this study because, although the criteria may have been
interrelated, a correlation would not answer the research questions. A causal study was not
appropriate because the study was not focused on a cause and effect relationship between the
criteria. True experimental design was not appropriate because it does not support the research
questions in that there was no control group, random assignments, or researcher-manipulated
variables (Creswell, 2014).
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Research Questions
This study was an examination of the effect of the Tennessee Promise two-year free
tuition entitlement on college enrollment decisions by 2015 and 2016 graduates from Tennessee
high schools and home schools. The focus of this project was to determine the impact of free
tuition on the criteria that the high school graduating classes of 2015 and 2016 within the state of
Tennessee used to make their college choice. Because freshman enrollment in Tennessee 4-year
colleges declined for the Fall 2015 semester, the results of the study can be used to find the root
cause so that adjustments to the recruiting and marketing strategies can be made. The research
questions for this study were:
RQ1: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the decision to enroll in college for 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools
and home schools?
RQ2: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the specific college chosen by 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools and
home schools?
Null Hypotheses
H01: There is no statistically significant difference in the decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition program.
H02: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon gender.
H03: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon race.
H04: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon family income.
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H05: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon standardized test
scores.
H06: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school type
(public, private, homeschool).
H07: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon the Grand
Division of Tennessee.
H08: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school
grades.
H09: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon parents’ level of
education.
H010: There is no statistically significant difference in the college chosen based upon the
TN Promise free tuition program.
H011: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon gender.
H012: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon race.
H013: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon family income.
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H014: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon standardized test scores.
H015: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school type (public,
private, homeschool).
H016: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon the Grand Division of
Tennessee.
H017: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school grades.
H018: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon parents’ level of education.
Alternate Hypotheses
HA1: There is a statistically significant difference in the decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition program.
HA2: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon gender.
HA3: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon race.
HA4: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon family income.
HA5: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon standardized test
scores.
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HA6: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school type
(public, private, homeschool).
HA7: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon the Grand
Division of Tennessee.
HA8: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school
grades.
HA9: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon parents’ level of
education.
HA10: There is a statistically significant difference in the college chosen based upon the
TN Promise free tuition program.
HA11: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon gender.
HA12: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon race.
HA13: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon family income.
HA14: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon standardized test scores.
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HA15: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school type (public,
private, homeschool).
HA16: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon the Grand Division of
Tennessee.
HA17: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school grades.
HA18: There is a statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon parents’ level of education.
Theoretical or Conceptual Framework
College choice studies have adopted various frameworks. For example, human capital
theory provides a framework based on the student’s choice for productivity gains and economic
investment (Perna & Titus, 2004). Under the human capital concept, the decision whether or not
and where to attend college is influenced by the student’s perception of the utility of postsecondary education, specifically, the value in the job market, the perceived earnings increase, or
goal attainment. The social capital theory provided a framework from which to examine the
constructs of behavior and individual choice (Belasco, 2013). This theory posits that cultural and
family involvement is one social element whereby information and communication can be
passed to the student, leading students as they make their college decision. Conklin and Dailey
(1987) found a positive linear relationship between the amount of parental encouragement and
the students’ intent to attend college. As the level of encouragement rose, the students were
more likely to attend a four-year university as opposed to a two-year school (Hossler &
Gallagher, 1987). A later study named parental involvement a measure of social capital,
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stressing that the frequency of communication between parents and students about school
activities, preferred courses, testing, grades, and applying to college is positively related to
college attendance (Perna & Titus, 2004).
Other studies have used status attainment models, psychological, and motivational theory
(Mun, 2014), and Simon’s bounded rationality (Yang & Meyer, 2014). Status attainment models
posit that social capital enhances the possibility of attaining greater status. This theory focuses
on family income, education, and college aspirations (Myers & Myers, 2012). Essentially, social
capital may be borrowed from others (such as parents) and appropriated to achieve goals. The
achievement remains with the individual, but the status still remains with the original owner
(Coleman, 1988). Psychological and motivational theory was used to discuss the role of
perceived risk in choosing a college and the students’ perceived knowledge of colleges. The
perceived risk in the study was the possibility of making the wrong choice (Mun, 2014).
Simon’s bounded rationality theory is more relevant to organizational decision-making and
contends that man is only partially rational. Environmental factors and mental constraints affect
the level of decision-making accuracy because of uncertainty of future events. This is in contrast
to the more conventional classical and neoclassical theories that require a rational approach
(Yang & Meyer, 2014).
This study used elements of both human capital and social capital to examine the criteria
used by students as they made their college choice. Human capital was the framework to
examine college choice criteria related to return on investment. Social capital theory was used to
examine the impact of cultural issues such as family and peer influences on the college decision
(Belasco, 2013). Each of these theories were used to ascertain the primary criteria used in
college choice by Millennials in an environment of high post-secondary education costs and
excessive student loan debt, as impacted by the offer of free tuition.
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Services marketing theory was also leveraged in examining the perceived risk of a
services purchase. Services marketing theory posits that services purchases require a longer
information-gathering period than do purchases of goods due to uncertainty and risk associated
with service purchases. The source of information is also critical in this theory, with preferred
sources being internal and personally known because confidence in the source and
trustworthiness mitigates the risk (Murray, 1991). This theory is important to the client
university in preparation of marketing materials and communication with the students. These
three theories were significant to this research in examining the selection criteria of students as
they chose their college, and provide valuable information to four-year colleges and universities
in Tennessee to enhance enrollment.
Definition of Terms
The research used the following definitions:
Baby Boomers: The generation born during the years from 1946 to 1961 (Smola &
Sutton, 2013)
Context: the set of circumstances or facts that surround a particular event, situation, etc.
For the purpose of this research, it includes neighborhood, peers, and friends (“Context,” n.d.) .
GenX: The generation born between 1962 and roughly 1979 to 1982 (Smola & Sutton,
2013).
Habitus: Habitus is the physical embodiment of the deeply ingrained habits, skills, and
dispositions possessed due to life experiences (Perna & Titus, 2004).
Millennials: The generation born between 1979 to 1982 and the early 2000s (Smola &
Sutton, 2013).
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Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
Assumptions
It was assumed that cost was a major factor in college choice and that free tuition
furnished by the Tennessee Promise was primarily responsible for the decline in freshman
enrollment at four-year schools.
Limitations
This study was quantitative in nature. Qualitative information may provide illumination
of the data via a mixed methods study, however, with the proper wording of probing questions,
the researcher was able to determine enrollment decision motives in quantifiable numbers,
precluding the need for qualitative research. Only college freshmen matriculated from a
Tennessee high school or home school from the graduating classes of 2015 and 2016, and who
were attending Tennessee colleges and universities were included in this study. These classes
were unique in that they were the first groups of high school graduates qualified as Tennessee
Promise recipients.
Delimitations
Graduates of Tennessee high schools and home schools who either elected not to attend
college, those who chose to attend trade or technical schools, and those who chose to attend
college out of state were not included in the study.
Significance of the Study
Four-year colleges and universities are often in direct competition with community
colleges in the state of Tennessee. The implementation of the Tennessee Promise legislation
may have intensified the level of competition, manifested by the decline in freshman enrollment
at four-year institutions during the Fall 2015 term when the first Tennessee Promise students
enrolled. Four-year institutions must find a way to compete with free tuition in order to mitigate
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declining freshman enrollment. This quantitative descriptive study aimed to define the target
segment of incoming college freshman, giving college recruiters a profile of potential students
who may rank academics, location, reputation, or other criteria ahead of cost (or free tuition),
giving the institutions an advantage in reaching those students as freshmen.
Reduction of Gaps
There was no current literature for this specific problem because the high school
graduating class of 2015 is the first class eligible for the new Tennessee Promise legislation for
free tuition for two years to a Tennessee community college, technical school, or certain fouryear schools offering Associates programs. It was expected that the opportunity for free tuition
affected the college choice dynamics of eligible students as evidenced by the decline of freshman
enrollment at Tennessee four-year schools. This may potentially be the first study to investigate
the phenomenon.
There were few recent quantitative studies that provided insight into the college choice
process of the Millennial generation. From a human capital and social capital perspective, this
study examined the collective habits of Millennials toward the process, focusing on the impact of
parental and other relationships, cultural issues, and financial aspects such as total out-of-pocket
costs. Recent qualitative studies have confirmed that Millennials care deeply about the total cost
of attending a college and college debt (Ladner, 2015). The Ladner study was small and may not
be representative of all Millennials, a gap that is addressed by this quantitative descriptive
research study.
Implications for Biblical Integration
The Bible speaks of investment in Matthew 25:14-19 in the parable of the talents. In this
parable, Jesus praised the servants who invested their talents and doubled their value. He also
chastised the servant who buried his talent, and called him lazy. A college education is perhaps
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the largest investment made in a lifetime with the exception of a home. Making the investment
in education is consistent with biblical teaching about wisdom. Among the numerous references
to the value of wisdom throughout scripture, perhaps none marry the concepts of shrewd
investment and education better than “how much better to get wisdom than gold, to get insight
rather than silver (Proverbs 16:16 NIV).
Relationship to Field of Study
This study was based on marketing concepts of market segmentation, target markets, and
consumer behavior, and focused on developing a target market profile for Tennessee colleges
and universities. The data gathered provided a clear picture of the students’ consumer behavior
in selecting and interpreting criteria to make a college choice. In turn, the information can be
used to segment the market, allowing colleges to target their most likely recruits in a manner that
is more direct and cost effective. In addition, marketing services theory, as referenced above,
concerns the length of time needed to research prior to making a decision for the purchase of
services. The extended time requires good communication media that inspire the students’ trust
and confidence.
This quantitative descriptive research study was focused on the Pricing tool from the
Marketing Mix model, in addition to the Product tool where the perceived value of services
versus the lure of free tuition was examined (Malhotra, 1988). For example, when is the value of
services at an institution not eligible for Tennessee Promise funds more attractive than an eligible
institution? Are there times that students satisfice, or settle, for an eligible institution rather than
a preferred ineligible school, and if the student does settle, is it a temporary or two-year solution
until the student has exhausted their eligibility for Tennessee Promise funds? One additional
marketing concept under review in this quantitative descriptive research study is the importance
of branding as it applies to reputation, particularly to Millennials who consider themselves
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consumers rather than students and look for “cause” related institutions (Millennial Impact,
2013) to meet their social responsibility considerations.
A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature
The general problem was that traditional 4-year colleges and universities in Tennessee
have experienced a decline in incoming freshman enrollment for the Fall 2015 semester. The
specific problem addressed was reversing the decline in enrollment of incoming freshmen to
Tennessee’s 4-year colleges and universities. The focus of the study was the determination of
the criteria used by the students and their parents to make the ultimate college choice in order to
determine and mitigate the factors causing the enrollment decline. This literature review
includes a historical view of college choice models developed by researchers to define the
process by which high school seniors make their college decisions. It also includes current
literature that examines the college choice process that describes the changes in college choice
criteria in recent years from the traditional models of previous years. The literature selected for
this dissertation relates to the purpose of this study and the research questions by providing a
baseline of prior findings by which to evaluate the findings from the primary research survey
method used in the study.
Current State
In May 2014, Tennessee Governor Bill Haslam signed the Tennessee Promise
Scholarship Act of 2014. The Act offers free tuition for two years of community college or
technical trade schools (TCATs) for graduates of Tennessee high schools or home schools. In
addition to the graduation requirements, the students are required to participate in eight hours of
community service per semester, maintain a 2.0 GPA, participate in a mentoring program, and
attend school as full-time students. The Tennessee Promise Scholarship program provides last
dollar funds, meaning that it pays only tuition and fees remaining after Pell grants and other state
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financial aid (Lindberg, 2015). Of the 22,534 who registered in the Tennessee Promise program
in 2015, 16,291 students actually enrolled in eligible institutions. Program directors know that
1500 of the students who did not use the funds enrolled at 4-year university programs above the
Associates degree, which were not eligible for the Promise funds. The remaining 4,743 students
who registered for the scholarships either enrolled in private colleges or elected not to pursue
higher education. State community colleges enrolled 85% of Tennessee Promise recipients, with
an additional 13% enrolled at various Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology (TCAT). The
remaining 2% of the Promise students are enrolled at other selected 4-year private universities
offering Associates degrees.
About 50,700 freshmen enrolled in Tennessee colleges for the fall 2015 semester, an
increase over the 2014 enrollment of 46,000. The University of Tennessee institutions
experienced an overall decline in freshman enrollment of 4.6% while other Tennessee Board of
Regent schools (Austin Peay University, Middle Tennessee State University, Tennessee State
University, etc.) declined 8.4% (Smith, 2015). The University of Tennessee’s main campus in
Knoxville, Tennessee, is the only state campus that has maintained a steady enrollment state in
freshman enrollment, however, this was due to an increase in out-of-state and international
students offsetting a decrease in freshman students with Tennessee residency (Gardner & Long,
2016). The University of Memphis had a record freshman enrollment for fall 2014 due to an
influx of out-of-state students after a year of extensive recruiting (Roberts, 2014), however, like
other Tennessee universities, 2015 enrollment of in-state freshman dropped 11%. The campuses
in Chattanooga and Martin both experienced a 13% decline in freshman enrollment (Anderson,
2015; WBIR Staff, 2015). Conversely, Tennessee’s community colleges have experienced
24.7% growth of freshman enrollment, with TCATs growing 20%. Some community colleges
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and TCATs experienced increased enrollments of up to 74% over the prior year enrollment
(Smith, 2015).
In summary, there were significantly more freshmen enrolled in Tennessee institutions
for Fall 2015 than in 2014, however, Tennessee’s state universities did not benefit from that
growth. With the growth in community colleges and TCATs, the data seemed to suggest that the
Tennessee Promise legislation contributed to a negative effect on enrollment for Tennessee fouryear baccalaureate institutions. This quantitative descriptive study was focused on whether the
two circumstances are related and to what extent, if any, the cost of education today factored into
the choice of where to go to school, as well as other criteria comprising college choice.
College Choice Criteria
College choice is a complex decision based on economic, regulatory, and sociologic
factors, as well as the interactions between the students and the institutions (Hossler &
Gallagher, 1987). Earlier studies cited cost as the most important factor, with students from
lower SES backgrounds the most cost sensitive demographic. In addition, the cost element was
closely interrelated with the availability of financial aid (Dooley, Payne, & Robb, 2012; Han,
2014), although studies did not investigate the impact of free tuition on college choice and the
related marketing environment. This research sought to fill that gap in the existing literature.
Cost and an Economic Perspective
The economic perspective considers college enrollment as a rational decision considering
the benefits of attending college as compared to the benefits of other alternatives (Cabrera & La
Nasa, 2002) such as entering the workforce, military service, or trade school. Economists want to
determine to what end the students’ aspirations interact with financial, family, and academic
constraints impact the college choice. From a financial perspective, Perna and Titus (2004)
related that even a $1000 annual increase in tuition at two-year institutions was related to a 4.5%
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decrease in enrollment and confirmed that enrollment is negatively impacted by tuition increases
and positively impacted by increases in state-financed aid, a situation consistent with the demand
curve (Friedman, 1949). Because lower SES students were more sensitive to price increases than
other students, the same phenomenon was not observed at four-year institutions.
According to Jackson (1982), the economic model is consistent with the consumer
decision- making model and argues that students first exclude alternatives from the original
choice set and then evaluate the remaining alternatives. The exclusion may be broad, for
example, excluding the idea of higher education in favor of working or military service. It may
be based on geographic, economic, and academic factors. The location of the school, the cost of
tuition, and academic requirements can exclude certain students based on their specific needs and
abilities. For example, academic requirements may be restrictive to a C student, or family
circumstances may require that a student attend college near home in order to hold a job to help
with family finances or obligations. Evaluation of the alternatives is based on family
background, social context, and the student’s academic experiences. Students of collegeeducated parents may prefer to attend the same institution as their parent, or the student may
choose the home of their favorite athletic team. Economists study the relationships between the
product (i.e. education) and individual choices, with an emphasis on the relationship between
aspiration and constraints. Constraints may include geographical, monetary, and time
(Chapman, 1986). However, making the college decision based on binding constraints may
preclude the ability to make a decision based on rational evaluation of many choices. For
example, students may not apply to a school that they perceive as too expensive. Rationality
would hold that students have a “well-defined set of expectations, and, when faced with a set of
choices, they will choose the option that maximizes their satisfaction (or utility)” (Southerland,
2006, p. 191). While there are some attempts at ordinal classification of the decision criteria,
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there is no apparent literature that measures decision criteria on the basis of importance of the
interaction between free tuition or other criteria – a gap this quantitative descriptive study fills.
Economic theories also include rationality studies to understand consumer behavior.
Traditional economic theory assumes a rational, utility-maximizing consumer allocating money
in a way that gives maximum utility or satisfaction, contingent on prices, budget constraints, and
preferences (Menon, 2004). Scholars believe that the rationality assumption dates back to Adam
Smith’s portrayal of humans as “economic seekers of self-interest” (Menon, 2004, p. 268).
Rationality is the basis of human motivation and decision-making, and college choice decisions
made on the basis of rationality are made to meet personal and/or family utility.
There are three components of economic studies: preferences, constraints, and goals
(objectives). Preferences are represented by utility (usefulness, satisfaction, or benefits) of the
product to the consumer (the student in this case) and encompass the student’s personal, career,
and academic goals or objectives and all constraints considered in the decision. Utility varies by
the preferences of the consumer and, because it is a subjective valuation, represents a relative
value, or ordinal number, rather than an absolute value, or cardinal number, to each consumer
based on the individual perceived benefits derived from the product. Henrikson (2002) found
that the reasons students choose in selecting a college are varied, and include a general
assessment of how the education will help in securing a better job or earning an enhanced salary,
gaining a general education, becoming more cultured, preparing for graduate school, or learning
about matters of interest. These reasons represent benefits to the student and influence academic
goals and objectives.
The formation of preferences is developed through individual attributes and experiences,
for example, religious beliefs, ideology, morals, and sense of destiny in a community situation
such as family or ethnic group. Preferences are subject to change as individuals revise their
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understanding of the world around them, as they learn by experience, and as their environment
changes, so, in effect, preferences are subject to change even as the students learn and understand
more about the college choice process and its effects on their adult lives (Henrickson, 2002). As
more experience is gained, and the students become more certain of their needs, goals, and the
benefits desired, preferences change less frequently. This means that, as the students become
more aware of their own goals and aspirations, they are able to better analyze the choices to
determine the better match for them. There are several methods of determining the preferences
including bounded rationality where the students will forego a complete solution, instead settling
for a “good enough” solution, or “satisficing”, that moves them toward their ultimate goals.
Bounded rationality was previously considered a psychological concept, but now it is commonly
used in economic and administrative research. The concept contends that environmental factors
and mental constraints can limit the ability of decision-makers to organize their thoughts and
come to a complete understanding of all alternatives (Yang & Meyer, 2014), thus “satisficing”
with a solution that is adequate rather than optimal (Kalantari, 2010, p. 513).
If cost carries the greatest weighting in the college choice, other factors exist that mitigate
the effects of cost. Schools may offer scholarships for scholastic records, athletics, or
extracurricular activities. Military service provides educational benefits and some employers
reimburse tuition costs. Federal and state governments legislate tuition rates and offer grants and
subsidized student loans to offset cost as discussed in the following section.
Public Policy Perspective
State government provision of the “high-tuition – high aid” (Dill, 1997, p. 4) financing
for public sector higher education assists a competitive environment in college choice by
lowering students’ financial barriers for college attendance. When the Higher Education Act was
re-authorized in 1972, legislators posited that distributing aid directly to students rather than to
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institutions was the most effective way of providing true competition, equalizing opportunity,
and enhancing the quality of education. This process gave the power of choice to the student
rather than the institution (Lucca, Nadauld, & Shen, 2015). This provides students who might
not have the financial means to attend higher-ranked public and private schools an opportunity to
offset the cost with government aid. State regulation affects the college choice process by
increasing competition between schools by removing certain obstacles. For example, subsidies,
such as voucher systems, allow students to purchase education at discount prices. This offers
students and their families with opportunities to consider program quality rather than solely
focus on the most affordable solution despite potential lower quality in experience. Putting the
funds in the hands of students rather than the institutions gives students the power to make the
choice (buyers’ market) rather than the school (sellers’ market). This is a dynamic contributor to
lower enrollment and the institutions’ inability to reverse the trend, now and in the future (Dill,
1997).
Regulation may be focused on price ceilings, enrollment numbers, research and services,
or encouraging the provision of information to prospective students, all of which enhance the
ability of students to make their college choice. For example, price ceilings deter overcharging
for services based upon the Price/Demand Curve model whereby the higher prices will lower the
units purchased and thus could actually lower net sales (Dill, 1997). In terms of higher
education, this means that there may be fewer students enrolling, causing an increasing cost
burden per enrolled student as students seek the low-cost choice. Average tuition increases
between 2001 and 2012 were 12%. In comparison, the consumer price index in 2001 was 2.3%
and in 2012 was 1.9% (Statistica.com, 2016), indicating that tuition costs rose much faster than
other prices during that time, even with government regulation. At the same time, student loan
originations grew from $53 billion to $120 billion during that same time. About 90% of those
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originations came through federal student aid programs (Lucca et al., 2015). Certain disciplines
(such as medicine) or private institutions may regulate enrollment numbers to maintain a highquality program or exclusivity, rejecting the applications of many deserving students in favor of
only a few. For example, Harvard’s acceptance rate for the Class of 2015 was only 6.2%
(IvyCoach.com, 2016).
Regulatory requirements also mandate the monitoring of graduation rates to ensure that
students are actually matriculating through the programs. The government requires institutions
to disclose graduation rates if they accept government subsidies for students. For example, the
U.S. Department of Education is investigating for-profit colleges for misleading marketing that
exaggerates the graduation and employment rates. If those colleges are found guilty, the
punishment will be the loss of access to federal loans and grants, one of the primary means of
recruitment (Lam, 2016).
On a basic level, public policy affects direct appropriations to institutions (affecting the
institution infrastructure and costs of tuition and fees), financial aid awarded to students, and
policies mandating preparation at elementary and secondary education levels (Perna & Titus,
2004). Socioeconomic status (SES) conditions often determine the impact of cost as a primary
college choice criterion. For example, Menon’s 2004 research yielded a logistic regression
equation with two significant independent variables: the socioeconomic status of students, and
the importance of the search to the students. The study showed that students in a lower SES
class were more likely to conduct a search, perhaps due to the proportionate increased financial
risk in the event of a mistaken decision. Higher SES students did not exhibit that behavior,
probably because they had been exposed to sources of information such as advertising or
publicity and had prior knowledge. However, all students who consider the college choice
decision important are also more likely to carry on a comprehensive search, indicating that the
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college choice process is not only depends on economic factors, but non-economic as well (Mun,
2014). The perceived importance of the decision to the student determines the level of effort in
the decision-making process (Menon, 2004), therefore, the students’ search criteria is a
significant construct in this quantitative study.
Sociologic Perspective
The sociologic approach perspective is an examination of the extent to which the
combination of socioeconomic conditions, including the education level of the parents, the level
of interest the parents show in the college decision, and academic accomplishments influence the
decision of whether to pursue higher education, and, if so, what kind of school to choose
(Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002). Educational and occupational attainments are products of the
interaction between aspirations and real-world constraints, thus providing the motivation to
pursue higher education. Regardless of income, students who enjoy good family relationships,
higher levels of expectations from their parents, and open, supportive family interaction are more
likely to be successful in both high school and in college and develop higher aspirations than
their peers, whether or not they pursue financial aid (Myers & Myers, 2012).
College enrollment decisions involve expectations, attitudes, and aspirations of the
students (a concept called “habitus”), and are seen as sensible or reasonable choices rather than
rational, with rational choices including utility maximization (Menon, 2004) and sensible or
reasonable choices seen as “satisficing” (Perna & Titus, 2004, p. 506). When a consumer makes
a “satisficing” decision, he chooses the first decision that is satisfactory, knowing that none of
the options are optimal. If the consumer cannot choose, aspirations will be reduced until a
satisfactory option can be found (Perna & Titus, 2004). This concept is applicable to college
choice as students use their life experiences and context (peers, neighborhood, and family
background) to make their college decision. For example, students make decisions by looking at
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the people surrounding them and observing what is “good” and “appropriate”. The concept of
habitus is defined as the same outlook usually shared by members of the same social class. For
example, students may have many rational choices among colleges where their educational and
life goals can be met, however, because of the student’s context (peers, neighborhood, friends)
many of those rational college choices may be overlooked or labeled as unreasonable due to
habitus (Henrickson, 2002). For example, there may be a large number of institutions that would
be an excellent choice to meet the educational needs of a student, but the student may not
consider those options for further research or consideration due to the students’ belief that they
would not qualify somehow, either socially or financially, even if the belief is false. The extent
to which students’ academic preparation and socioeconomic backgrounds predispose them to a
particular level of educational aspiration is studied using a sociological approach. The
sociological approach is used because individual and social factors lead to the development of
occupational and educational aspiration as illustrated in the next section.
Fits-Like-a-Glove (FLAG) Perspective
College choice can be an emotional as well as rational decision, and is highly related to
life experiences. Regardless of the depth of the information search, the involvement of parents
or other significant people, and the cognitive skills of the student, the final college selection may
be based on whether it “feels right”, or fits like a glove (FLAG) (Walsh, Moorhouse, Dunnett, &
Barry, 2015, p. 671). FLAG encompasses all of the emotional factors related to comfort,
belonging, and fit, and is considered a socio-historical construct of decision-making (Allen,
2002). Stories of students visiting campus and “just knowing” that it was the right choice
abounds in the limited literature of this framework. Students report “liking the atmosphere”,
“feeling comfortable”, and that the university can “meet their needs” (p. 679). Students who
were more concerned about the reputation and “good” courses of the institution, students with
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college-educated parents, and students who were first generation college students were all found
to place a great deal of influence on emotional factors, with female students and first generation
students reporting the greatest impact. Walsh et al. (2015) found that FLAG factors were
important across all levels of students. However, a limitation of the FLAG framework is that
decisions made by emotional means may result in less than optimal economic outcomes (Allen,
2002). For example, some students may make the decision to attend a trade school even though
they are academically prepared for college, effectively satisficing for short-term rewards rather
than considering the longer-term investment in traditional college education.
Researchers have long tried to determine the steps that students go through in order to
make a choice including what criteria the students examine and the levels of influence of each of
the criteria. Early studies on college choice focused on the impact of changes in governmental
regulations for financial aid and public versus private matriculation, economic factors, and social
mobility and occupational attainment (Litten, 1982). The interactions between these sociological
and economic factors provide a background for the examination of a complex, important, onetime decision made by students and their families as discussed below.
Enrollment Decisions
Chapman (1981) focused on the interplay between student characteristics (socioeconomic
status, aptitude, educational aspiration, high school performance) with external factors (the
influence of significant persons, the fixed characteristics of the college, and the attempts by the
school to contact the student). Chapman found that college choice is first influenced by the
characteristics and background of the student and his family (43%), followed by external
influences including the influence of other significant people including counselors (22%), peers
(16%), teachers (10%) and college recruiters (9%), as well as the characteristics of the
institution, and the efforts of the college to contact the student. Chapman and Johnson’s (1979)
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Project Choice study found that students at a university in Indiana made decisions based on cost,
where their friends were going to school, and the availability of specific course programs.
Aspiration can be affected by perceived constraints rather than actual constraints
(Jackson, 1982). For example, a perception that the student might somehow not meet the
qualifications or fit in the environment might preclude the student from seriously considering an
institution. Habitus can also be shaped by public policy. For example, the value of higher
education to a student and family can be affected by how residents in a particular area (a
contextual element) value higher education. In essence, if all high school graduates in the peer
group (or in the neighborhood) enroll in college, then a similar student is likely to follow suit. In
addition, the likelihood of enrolling in college increases with the levels of state need-based
financial aid (Perna & Titus, 2004).
Jackson (1982) focused on a three-phase process of preference, exclusion, and evaluation
in a combination of social and economic approaches. He based Phase I of his model, preference,
on the aspirations of the students (manifested by academic achievement) along with the context
of peers, neighborhood, and school, and family background, factors that affect the development
of preferences. Jackson posited that academic achievement, family background, location, and
cost have strong effects on the college choice with information, college attributes and job
attributes having a moderate effect. Social context is a weak construct in the process. There is
disagreement about which is the most important contextual element – peers, neighborhood, or
school (Jackson, 1982).
According to Jackson (1982), Phase II (exclusion) considers primarily financial resource
availability as it applies to the choice set (the set of schools under consideration) and the
student’s academic ability. The decision to exclude particular institutions or types of institutions
may be based on incomplete information or on assumptions by the prospective student, whether
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accurate or not. The exclusion phase may be subject to change based on policy or public agency
intervention in the form of grants or scholarships. In the evaluation phase, Jackson found that
the primary evaluation factor is the cost to attend each college. Once the choice set of schools is
in place, location and academic levels are more influential during the exclusion phase as students
consider additional costs for travel or out-of-state tuition and the cost for room and board.
Academic programs and campus life are also considerations. The early research of Chapman
(1981) and Jackson (1982) came to similar conclusions on the constructs of the college choice
decision, however, the literature does not offer conclusive data to confirm the order and ratio of
the constructs.
Parental Involvement
Early studies reflect agreement that higher levels of parental involvement increase the
chances that a student will attend a 4-year college versus a 2-year school or no college
enrollment at all (Myers & Myers, 2012). Litten (1982) elaborated on Chapman’s (1981) student
characteristics by adding race, gender, geographic location, the educational level of the parents,
and student ability levels. He found that parental education levels were a primary factor in the
college choice process, with students of educated parents considering more colleges earlier in the
process, while other students tended to rely more on high school guidance counselors. This was
found to be true throughout the college choice process, with students of two college-educated
parents starting the application process in the fall of their senior year, earlier than those without
educated parents with 75% of students with two college-educated parents applying for college in
the fall semester of their high school senior year while only 57% of high school seniors without
college-educated parents applying during the same semester. Forty-nine percent of seniors
without college-educated parents depended upon guidance counselor feedback compared with
35% of seniors with two college-educated parents.
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Three-Phase Model
Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) Three-Phase Model includes a predispositional phase
where students decide whether they will pursue higher education, a search phase when students
gather information about schools, and the choice phase where the decision is actually made. For
each period, there are individual factors and organizational factors that influence the process and
serve as moderating variables for the student outcomes as identified below. This section
contains a discussion of each phase.
Predispositional phase. Predisposition has also been called “aspiration” and defined as
the development of the student’s plans to further their education (Klasik, 2012, p. 507). During
the predisposition phase students are classified as “whiches, whethers, or nots” based on the
likelihood of college attendance. “Nots” identify themselves during the predisposition period
and pursue other avenues such as military service, technical schools, or the workforce.
“Whethers” may apply to a few colleges but may or may not attend. “Whiches” are certain that
they will attend college (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987, p. 213). During this period, both individual
factors and organizational factors influence the students. This phase may begin as early as eighth
grade and lasts until graduation (Henrickson, 2002). According to Chapman (1981), individual
factors are student characteristics and include aptitude, socioeconomic status (SES), career and
life goals, and high school performance as well as influence by significant persons. Significant
persons include parents, teachers, friends, and peers who may have some influence over the
college choice. There is a linear relationship between the encouragement of parents and
predisposition to choose college, with 50% of students acknowledging that their parents initiated
the idea of college. In addition, 31% of students who had friends attending college were
planning to attend. Though that fact has not been proven to denote causality, it may be a product
of habitus. Organizational factors, or institutional characteristics, include criteria such as
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location, cost, curriculum, and school reputation. The student outcomes for the predisposition
phase are either college options or a search for other options.
In addition to active involvement of parents during the predisposition phase, attending
high performing schools, accessing early information on financial aid, and having a positive
attitude toward education in general are drivers that would predispose students to consider higher
education (Henrickson, 2002). Earlier predisposition stages allow students and their parents to
plan their strategy, setting goals for curriculum, extracurricular activities, and for maintaining
good academic performance throughout the high school years (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002).
Search phase. During the search phase students begin to research schools in order to
gain more information about potential choices. Higher aptitude students may have more
sophisticated search parameters while others may simply rule out college based on their search
criteria. Individual factors such as the student’s college values and search activities affect how
students process information from colleges and influencers. College values including the
availability of financial aid, geography, reputation, or desired programs also impact the decision
process. There is overlap in this phase because, not only are students looking for colleges, but
also colleges are beginning to interact with potential students through marketing efforts. Search
activities include any interaction with the institution via marketing materials, personal contact,
college fairs, or college visits. Visits for athletic events may also be an influencer. Institutional
influential factors include their search for students, including the activities listed above.
Chapman (1981) contended that the communication strategy of the college affects the
students’ search phase. However, his study found a discrepancy between what the college
recruiters believed was most important and what the students and their parents appreciated.
Chapman’s (1981) findings showed that (1) the mailing of catalogs to prospective students was
their most important recruiting activity; (2) guidance counselors and college recruiters believed
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that the catalogs were the single most accurate source of information; (3) the mailing of catalogs
and other informational brochures upon request were one of the top five admissions practices
relied upon by students during the college choice decision; and (4) recruiters expected to rely
heavily upon the mailing of catalogs for at least the next ten years. However, students related
that they did not depend on the catalogs to make the decision, rather to validate decisions made
based on cost, the availability of desired programs, and where their peers were going to school.
Students did not value college catalogs as a useful tool and, because many highly-recruited
students receive catalogs from as many as 50 to 75 institutions, reported that they were unable to
process so much information (1981).
Choice phase. After identifying a choice set of potential colleges, the ultimate decision
is made during the choice phase. There may be choices between multiple schools, perhaps a
primary or “dream” school and other “fallback” schools. This is the prime opportunity for
schools to interact with students through visits, calls, brochures, and other methods with
information about financial aid, curriculum and programs, and campus life (Southerland, 2006).
The choice set, or list of potential schools, represents the individual factor. The school contacts
and marketing attempts, or “courtship” activities to recruit the students, represent the institutional
influential factors (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). The most influential factors are the preferences
of the student, the attributes of the school, and the interaction between the schools and the
students. During this time, any additional information gathering is intensive, and focused on
rounding out the student’s needs in order to make the final decision. Any necessary trade-offs
are considered (Chapman, 1986). For example, cost versus the distance from home or the
availability of a specific course of study may be weighed to prioritize criteria. The consideration
and perspective of tradeoffs may vary not only by individual student, but also by the generational
cohort of which the student is a member.
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Analysis of the Target Market Segments
Early research was primarily performed with Baby Boomers and Gen X generations.
More recent research (Han, 2014; Ladner, 2015; Martin, 2015; Mun, 2014) is focused on the
Millennial generation. A better understanding of the differences between the generations will
give insight into the student perspectives and dynamics of college choice, as well as the
institutional efforts to recruit the students.
Baby Boomers
Baby Boomers were born during the years from 1946 to 1961 and began entering college
around 1962. Baby Boomers were historically the largest generation, peaking at 78.8 million in
1999 (Fry, 2015). Cultural influences include the Vietnam War, Woodstock, the Kennedy years,
civil rights demonstrations, Watergate, and the sexual revolution (Smola & Sutton, 2013). They
lived through a decline in respect for authority, however many achieved wealth and power
during their lives. Parents of Baby Boomers, the Traditional generation, desired a “better” life
for their children and college was often viewed as a key component of achievement. Many
Boomers were the first college graduates in the family. Boomer characteristics at age 18
included concern for others and civic and political engagement. Developing a meaningful life
philosophy, raising a family, and being successful in business were also priorities (Twenge,
Campbell, & Freeman, 2012). They also feel that working hard is a moral obligation and that
work increases self-esteem (Smola & Sutton, 2013) and they are loyal to their organizations and
do not mind working long hours. Work is a means to self-fulfillment and a shortcut to leisure.
As a cohort, Boomers are idealists and self-directed, adept at consensus building, mentoring, and
effecting change (Hagemann & Stroope, 2013).
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Generation X (GenX)
Members of Generation X were born between 1962 and roughly 1982, though there is
controversy around the exact years. The cohort includes a population of around 45 million,
much smaller than the Baby Boomer generation. As a group, they crave a stable financial and
family life, having seen both parents work (hence, the nickname “latchkey children”), insecurity
after job layoffs, financial downturns, or divorce, all of which lead to a lack of solid traditions
and instability. Cultural influences are video games, personal computers, MTV, AIDS, and
global competition. They crave immediate feedback. They are highly skilled and have excellent
problem-solving skills. They are comfortable with change, multi-tasking, and competition.
Their view of diversity encourages celebration of similarities rather than differences (Smola &
Sutton, 2013). Life goals include having a good family life, being a leader in the community,
and finding a steady job where they excel. At age 18, they are more interested in fame, image,
and wealth than their predecessor generation, and less interested in civic participation, affiliation,
and community. They are more independent than Baby Boomers and seek flexibility and more
meaningful learning opportunities. They are realists, cynical, entrepreneurial, and self-reliant.
They view learning and jobs as an opportunity to enhance their own marketability (Twenge et
al., 2012).
Millennials as a Cohort
Millennials were born between 1979 and the early 2000s. Also known as Generation Y
or ‘Generation Why’ because of their legacy of the collapsed housing market and the high cost of
higher education and healthcare (Keenan, 2013) they are the largest cohort, 80 million in
number, surpassing Baby Boomers by the year 2020. Cultural influences include the attacks of
9/11, the Columbine school shootings, Hurricane Katrina, reality TV, and social media. They
are the most diverse generation with 11% of Millennials born to at least one immigrant parent.
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Their parents are often over-indulgent and kept tightly structured schedules of extracurricular
activities. Often known as “helicopter” parents, they were advocates for their children, often to
the point of creating an attitude of entitlement (U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, n.d.).
Millennials have close relationships with their parents and name them as persons of great
influence in their lives. They have never known a world without Internet and are connected
almost constantly with 80% sleeping near their cell phones. They are tech savvy, having used
email, instant messaging, and cell phones since their childhood. Text messaging is a preferred
method of communication (Gibson & Sodeman, 2014).
Millennials tend to mistrust institutions and are vocal about their opinions. They are
expected to be the first socially active generation since the 1960s (Smola & Sutton, 2013). Their
goals include living close to parents and family and having managerial duties in their jobs. They
are more likely than other cohorts to perform community service during high school years, but
less likely to exhibit caring attitudes towards others overall. They prefer group learning and
resist more structured learning environments. They score high on IQ tests and exhibit high
extraversion, high self-esteem, self-liking, assertiveness and high expectations, all traits that lead
to high levels of narcissism and entitlement (U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, n.d.).
They have been told since birth that they are special, given trophies for participation
rather than excellence, and placed under tremendous pressure to achieve. They have been
sheltered by over-protective parents who provided problem solutions as a protection mechanism
(Ladner, 2015). For example, Millennials were rarely left unsupervised, with chaperones,
coaches, parents, or babysitters always present. They also had parental limitations on television,
video games, and an emphasis on vehicle and personal safety. Despite this, they are teamoriented, confident, seek opportunities to achieve and excel, and make a difference in their
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environment. As a group, they have conventional values, have close relationships with their
parents, and believe their generation will do great things.
Generational Differences
Each of the generational characteristics and differences discussed above influence the
level of importance given to individual criteria in the college choice. For example, because
Boomers were independent and somewhat rebellious during their college years, and often the
first family member to attend college, the input of parents may not have been a primary
influencing factor, making the quantitative and qualitative findings of seminal studies unique to
the cohort. In comparison, with even greater independent spirits, need for immediate feedback,
and a focus on wealth and success, GenXers were more likely to be interested in institution
reputation and class size (Twenge et al., 2012). The newest cohort of Millennials as a whole are
known to have excessive college debt (Sparshott, 2015), raising the possibility that cost is a
primary driver along with social causes (Ladner, 2015) and parental influence (Smola & Sutton,
2013). Only qualitative research was found as it relates to Millennials and college choice, a gap
this quantitative descriptive study addresses.
Recent Research and Developments
More recent research continues to be based on Hossler’s (1987) Three-Phase Plan.
However, it has focused on the dynamics of the targeted students, the methods of communication
between schools and students, and the impact of social media on the process, particularly during
the search and choice phases (Han, 2014; Ladner, 2015; Martin, 2015; Mun, 2014). This
quantitative descriptive study will focus on the criteria prioritized by students that enabled their
college choice, particularly the availability of free tuition from the Tennessee Promise and how it
impacts the traditional college choice models.
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Students of the Classes of 2015 and 2016
The current classes of traditional college freshmen and sophomores were born in the midto-late 1990s. They are classified as members of the millennial generation, those born in the
1980s until the early 2000s. Millennials are attending college in record numbers, but their
choice of studies is not traditional science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
disciplines. For example, Millennials only outnumber GenXers by a small number in biologic,
biomedical, and computer and information science fields. They are far behind Boomers in all
STEM fields with the exception of computer and information science. Instead, 21% of
Millennials are majoring in Business, 10% in Social Sciences and History, 7.5% in medical
fields, and 6% in visual and performing arts.
The defining characteristic of the generation is the level of college debt. When GenXers
were attending college in the mid-1990s, 25.6% of all undergraduates in two- and four-year
schools had college debt. In 2008-2009, the percentage grew to 46.6%. In 2012, the number
was over 49%. More important than the number of college loans, the amount of the loans has
also grown. In 2012, the average debt for first-time undergraduates grew by 55% to $6682 for
public schools and 50% to over $8000 for private schools. Private for-profit institutions
averaged over $8400. The increases are thought to be due to constraints on parental finances due
to the recession (Deloitte University Press, 2015).
Millennials consider themselves to be consumers of education rather than students. They
expect to have input (customization and choice) into their educational programs. They are visual
learners, easily distracted or bored, eschewing lecture format, and may overestimate their
intelligence, confusing it with their technology savvy. According to Monaco and Martin (2007),
Millennials share seven generation defining characteristics. First, they are special with strong
parental relationships and trophies for participation. Second, they are sheltered with little
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unsupervised and free time. Third, the generation is team-oriented and uncomfortable working
independently. Working independently connotes a risk of failure and Millennials are not familiar
with failure. Fourth, they are confident and optimistic after an easy attainment of success in high
school. Commitment to homework and study is minimal and these students are often cultureshocked when they experience an alternate reality in college. They often confuse their ability to
multi-task with their level of intelligence and overestimate their own skills. Fifth, they are
pressured and crave constant feedback and direction. Due to their perception that they are
special, sixth, they have a great desire to achieve. Finally, they have conventional values, respect
cultural differences, and are considered to be peacemakers (Monaco & Martin, 2007).
Because high school teachers have tended to “hand-hold” during the educational process,
many Millennials have limited critical thinking skills. Due to technology, they have access to
copious amounts of information and data, but often do not have the tools to use the technology to
“extract the depth of information needed to develop critical thinking” (Monaco & Martin, 2007,
p. 45). Application of the data to real-life situations assists in the development of those skills. In
other words, students learn by doing. If the students lack critical thinking skills, the lack can be
an impediment to the ability of Millennial students to make an informed college choice decision
due to their inability to process the information they have found. Feedback and direction from
others may be critical to a good decision. This descriptive quantitative study sought the
differences in the college choice process of Millennial students, as influenced by free tuition.
Communication Methods
The mode of marketing communications between college recruiters and Millennials has
shifted from paper-based catalogs and brochures to reflect the technological habits of Millennial
students. Online catalogs, email, social media sites, and virtual tours have joined recruiting fairs
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and college visits as communication channels. A discussion and comparison of the methods
follows.
Catalogs and marketing materials. Catalogs are non-technical and non-personal forms
of communication (Mun, 2014). One of the most basic recruiters’ tools, catalogs are distributed
to high school seniors of all socioeconomic groups (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002). Chapman (1981)
found that college recruiters and guidance counselors considered the college catalog to be the
most effective recruitment literature. However, researchers found that most college catalogs
were written at a college graduate level of understanding, containing a difficult and unfamiliar
vocabulary, thus being too difficult for high school seniors to comprehend, and therefore, not as
effective as anticipated (Chapman, 1981). As stated earlier, college catalogs were sometimes
used to validate the decision already made based on other criteria such as cost, availability of
programs, and where peers are attending school.
Other traditional printed materials, such as viewbooks, brochures, billboards, newspaper
advertisements, as well as radio and television advertisements, were heavily relied upon by
earlier generations in the college choice process (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987), particularly
students of higher economic status (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002). These materials have been
replaced in more current environments by in-depth interviews with college advisors and by the
institutions’ websites. This is consistent with the Millennials’ more tech-savvy communication
preferences (Ladner, 2015).
Early delivery methods. After seeking information from parents, counselors, teachers,
and other respected adults, earlier generations (usually Baby Boomers) wrote letters to numerous
colleges requesting college catalogs and brochures. Later, as the recruitment of students became
more competitive, students often received unsolicited materials by mail based on ACT or SAT
scores or other demographic data. Students and their parents or other advisors pored over the
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materials to determine the best opportunity for the students based on the attributes of the
institution and the goals and aspirations of the student (Chapman, 1986). Invitations for college
visits, scholarship information, and other direct contact was accomplished either via postal mail
or by telephone.
Current delivery methods. Information is now delivered to the students via the
institutions’ web presence. The home page, admissions’ website, student activities sites,
academic department pages, and photographs of the institution and activities all are available for
delivery 24 hours per day, seven days a week. Some colleges provide virtual tours, links to
YouTube videos, and audio podcasts as tools to present their marketing message to potential
students and their families. Students may receive email correspondence or experience online
chats rather than traditional postal mail, giving opportunities for near real-time replies to
questions and requests for information.
Search engines like Google or Bing also deliver useful information from sites other than
that of the school. Millennials consider information about academics and school reputation to be
most important. The top five searched college search criteria by rank were academic program,
location, reputation of school, reputation of degree, and tuition (Mun, 2014). College rankings
are viewed as indicators of academic quality and reputation and are widely used by students and
their parents, school administrators, and policy makers to infer value (Han, 2014). The U.S.
News & World Report ranks colleges nationally, regionally, by program, specialty, type of
school (liberal arts, etc.), diversity, graduation rate, cost, and many other ways (U.S. News,
2016). The rankings editions of the magazine are so popular that the 2007 edition received over
ten million page views on their website in less than 72 hours after it was posted (Dearden,
Grewal, & Lilien, 2013). Students read the rankings editions to research the campus life, student
quality, and how much the institution spends on its academic programs as well as the rankings
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themselves. An increase in ranking produces increases in applicants and can be used to either
inform students (of the school attributes) or persuade students by influencing the students’
perception of utility (Dearden et al., 2013), and thus affecting the final college choice.
Social Media
Almost 75% of young people have Facebook profiles of which 90% Facebook check
postings multiple times per day. Almost 96% of Millennials have a profile on at least one social
media network (Gibson & Sodeman, 2014). Many younger Millennials use Internet sites and
Facebook as sources of advice and experience from their peers and other contacts. Social media
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram are mainstays of Millennials’ interactions.
Other applications such as Yelp and iTunes are avenues through which this generation asserts its
economic and social influence. Social media can be used as a marketing tool to reach the target
market. Creating affinity via Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter can be an effective tool in college
recruiting (Martin, 2015) by offering students a means to identify and connect in a digital
manner.
In 2013, The Case Foundation sponsored a survey and elicited responses from 2,655
Millennials. Of that group, 82% preferred to learn about non-profits through electronic means
rather than printed materials, with only 17% of the respondents preferring a face-to-face
encounter. Websites were preferred by 65% and 55% preferred to learn about an organization by
social media. The study also found that Millennials focus their attention to causes rather than
institutions. For this reason, marketing to Millennials should be cause-specific (Millennial
Impact, 2013). This is a unique opportunity for institutions to be differentiated in the market by
highlighting campus activities and the causes those activities support.
Colleges are now meeting prospective students online with 58% of college presidents
posting on Facebook, 55% on Twitter, and 35% hosting blogs during a 2013 study. Over two-
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thirds of schools have official social media activity on campus and 41% of schools attribute an
increase in enrollment to a social media presence. An online presence has helped to cut expenses
elsewhere, with 30% of schools saying they spend less on printing costs, 23% spending less on
newspaper ads, and decreases also in radio and television advertising. Effectiveness of social
media is most often measured in followers, fans, or comments (89%) with 71% using page views
and 63% using Google Analytics. Student surveys are being used by 48% of schools in order to
determine the students’ awareness of the school’s social media presence and to determine which
tools are the most effective (Barnes & Lescault, 2013).
Word of Mouth
Word of mouth has been a mode of information transmittal since the beginning of time.
It has now evolved into multiple modes, traditional and electronic. This section contains a
discussion of word of mouth communication nuances as they relate to the topic of college choice.
Traditional. Traditional word of mouth is usually private, person-to-person, spoken
conversations between people familiar with each other (Lehmann, 2015). The exchange is a
perishable commodity in that once the conversation is finished, there is usually no written record.
Word of mouth has traditionally been considered more impactful on consumers than mass media
communication due to the opportunity for feedback and clarification. Information from known
and trusted sources is preferred to objective and impersonal sources and is a primary choice for
mitigating risk in unknown situations (Murray, 1991). For example, consulting with alumni of
an institution or a peer currently attending the school may be preferable to reading the college
catalog when making a decision based on campus life. Word of mouth is considered more
credible because it is more personal, having come from a known source rather than through a
traditional marketing channel (Lehmann, 2015). Though digital means of communication are
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their first choice, many Millennials trust personal contact with parents, friends, and counselors as
an information source.
Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM). Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) is defined as
any information, positive or negative, shared by current, past, or potential consumers of a
product or company, and made available for consumption by the general public via the Internet.
Internet-based media including email, blogs, forums, social media, consumer review websites,
and virtual online communities have facilitated the proliferation of eWOM (Chu & Kim, 2011).
EWOM is used by all types of organizations and individuals to exchange information and share
opinions about common interests. It is most likely to be used when researching potential
purchases of expensive, complex, or highly coveted products or services and is most effective for
high-risk purchases such as travel. This consumer-to-consumer communication, usually between
strangers, has become influential in the decision-making process. However, while it is in a
“storable” format on the internet where it can be easily retrieved with a simple search and viewed
by millions of people, it is still non-personal, a fact that may lessen its impact (Lehmann, 2015,
p. 8).
There are few studies on the impact of eWOM on college choice, however Lehman’s
(2015) quantitative study of 276 freshmen at the University of Miami found that eWOM is more
likely to be sought during the search than choice phase when the selection is actually made. In
addition, eWOM is more effective when used on college specific forums and online review sites
such as College Confidential (41%) rather than traditional social media such as Facebook,
Twitter, or Instagram (25%). Other findings indicate that there is a distinct difference in the two
types of media and how they are used. For example, online review sites are designed for the
exchange of information and experiences written and consumed by strangers and having a global
audience for eWOM. In contrast, social media is designed for personal connections by friends,
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family, and acquaintances, limiting the reach of eWOM on those sites (Lehmann, 2015).
Lehman (2015) also found that despite the Millennial proclivity toward digital interaction,
traditional word-of-mouth (WOM) is perceived as slightly more effective than eWOM during the
college search process.
Millennials often use such sites to research purchases or to provide feedback on a prior
transaction, sharing their experiences for others researching a similar product. Many Millennials
consider themselves to be market mavens - those “consumers with general product knowledge
that act as disseminators of product information. Millennials, like market mavens, are eager to
share their expertise and opinions with other consumers” (Smith, 2012, p. 86). However,
mavens are not considered experts by forum participants. In contrast, opinion leaders, who are
not as active in the forums, are considered experts (Yang & Mutum, 2015). Over half of
Millennials discuss products and services on social media sites and they are more likely than any
other generation to do so (Smith, 2012).
Institutional Marketing Perspective
Early studies originated from an institutional need to attract more students during a
period of declining freshman enrollment. Recruiters believed that modifying the way the
institution was described or providing “better”, or more effective, recruiting materials to a more
targeted audience was the most effective manner of reaching students (Chapman, 1981). The
purpose of Chapman’s (1981) study was to enable administrators to understand the pressures and
issues that should be considered in the development of marketing strategies, particularly as it
pertained to printed materials and their influence on the recruiting process. During the 1950s
until the 1970s, college administrators were not concerned with college choice criteria and
focused on selection rather than recruitment. The average college student was viewed as a white
male, 17 to 23 years of age, full-time student living on campus. Because the market was
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homogenous, the institutions enjoyed a sellers’ market. In the late 1970s, there was a decline in
the high school graduate population, thus forcing a buyer’s market, placing the schools in a
recruiting posture, competing for the best students. In the 1980s, greater numbers of high school
graduates began to apply at multiple schools. For example, in 1960 only 15% of high school
graduates submitted applications at three or more schools. By 1990, the number had increased to
46% (Henrickson, 2002). The forced competition influenced the process for recruiting a viable
freshman class and established a need for research to understand and document the college
choice process to better reach the target students.
Branding
Though there is little research on branding institutions of high learning, some institutions
facing declining enrollments have attempted to prevent or mitigate the losses by using branding
strategies to differentiate themselves in a competitive market (Williams & Omar, 2014). The
ultimate goals may also include increasing retention of students, enhancing image or highlighting
reputation, mission alignment, or increasing donor contributions. Branding is important in
making the product prominent in the minds of target consumers. A good branding strategy will
state the value proposition succinctly, confirm the credibility of the institution, connect with the
target prospects emotionally, motivating the buyer and establishing customer loyalty. When
these connections are made, the organization is able to position themselves as the only solution
to the consumers’ problem.
The University of Rhode Island was able to successfully rebrand in an effort to reconcile
the internal and external image of the school (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014). Faculty, current
students, and alumni students were aware of the advantages of the school; however, the goodwill
of the school was virtually unknown outside the stakeholder population. By removing the
negative connotation inferred by Rhode Island’s physical size, and capitalizing on the school’s
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academic programs, beautiful campus, and location near the Atlantic Ocean, URI was able to
develop a strategy that worked well for the school. The ultimate tagline “Think Big. We Do”
was chosen as a single voice approach to all future institutional marketing. The tagline was
chosen because it appealed to both internal stakeholders and to potential consumers. While
student enrollment statistics were not stated in the literature, the new brand succeeded in
improving the image of the school in a short period of time, even gaining recognition on the
Jeopardy television game show as the question for the answer to “a knowingly ironic slogan of
this New England University is “Think Big. We Do’” (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014, p. 161).
Social Media
In 2014, 100% of colleges and universities reported that they have social media accounts.
Facebook is the most popular platform with 98% of schools maintaining a Facebook page, 84%
using Twitter, 66% blogging, 44% podcasting, 68% using YouTube, and 47% using LinkedIn.
In addition, 31% have adopted the Pinterest platform, 24% Google +, and 16% are using
Instagram to interact with students and potential students (Barnes & Lescault, 2013). Schools
use social media for three purposes: 1) locating information about students (24%), 2) recruiting
students (88%), and 3) monitoring “buzz” where the institution is mentioned (38%) (Sessa,
2014). Almost 41% of admissions departments say they can attribute enrollments to their use of
social media (Barnes & Lescault, 2013). Unfortunately, the Facebook pages of many colleges
only allow one-way communication, with 49% having active message boards and 54% had
active walls, only 15% allowed for posting and responses from the public (Sessa, 2014). Many
institutions reported using YouTube to provide virtual campus tours, tours of dorms, and some
lectures (Martin, 2015).
The most popular method of tracking social media effectiveness is the number of “hits”
on the site or the number of comments. Google Analytics is another popular method as are
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student surveys to gauge awareness of tools used by the school and their effectiveness. The
number of schools tracking “buzz” is decreasing. In 2009, 73% of schools were keeping track of
“mentions”. In 2010-2011, the number dropped to 68%, then to 47% in 2012. The 2013
iteration of the survey shows 38% (Barnes & Lescault, 2013). Regular monitoring can mitigate
potential problems and find mentions of faculty, students, or alumni who are newsworthy.
Another concern is the lack of written social media policies at universities. Half of the schools
surveyed do not have clear guidelines for social media behavior or processes for online crisis
management (Barnes & Lescault, 2013).
Virtual Worlds
A virtual world differs from social media in that it is a shared environment that allows
multiple users to interact simultaneously. Interaction takes place in real time in a 2D or 3D
environment and users can build, design, and submit custom content (Papp, 2011). The virtual
world continues whether or not there are users online. Hundreds of existing virtual worlds exist
and many are used for gaming (World of Warcraft) and for children (Disney’s Toontown and
Pirates of the Caribbean), but one of the most popular is Second Life. Most virtual worlds allow
the user to create an avatar as a representation of the user or as an alter ego. Avatars in Second
Life communicate by chat, instant message, or by voice chat and movement is by walking,
flying, teleportation, or by riding in cars or boats. Land may be virtually “purchased” as lots of
any size up to private islands. Avatars interact with each other under circumstances similar to
real-life situations – in malls, offices, bars, or even in user-developed situations.
Second Life is a virtual reality platform used by adults to simulate experiences like
exploring new places, trying new experiences, and enjoying sports, or other entertainment.
Some universities have built and abandoned virtual presences in Second Life; however, the
University of Delaware has developed a detailed mock-up of the campus, complete with a five-
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minute flyover of the campus. Stanford University has developed a site that allows visitors to
page through its rare book collection. St Leo University in Dade City, Florida, has three islands
offering classes for 10,000 online students. Texas A&M has 10 virtual classrooms along with
most of their campus buildings along with a beach for relaxing after class.
In addition, Second Life can be used for recruiting purposes, allowing recruiters to
interact with visitors and prospective students, to give campus tours and to answer questions and
requests for further information. In October 2009, 36 schools held virtual college fairs to attract
new students. Guest lecturers can speak without being on-site and students can interact with the
speaker. Students can take field trips and never leave campus. Some institutions are staffing
their Second Life presences. For example, Penn State University has asked faculty and staff to
be available to interact with virtual world participants and received no resistance (Papp, 2011).
While using a virtual world like Second Life requires adjustments, technology-based methods
are popular with Millennials, and may be a viable recruiting tool for universities, especially if
they go beyond virtual tours and include a look into classroom, campus life, and even
surrounding town life in an authentic manner (Ladner, 2015). This descriptive study will
quantify whether virtual worlds are currently an effective recruiting tool.
Transition and Summary
The study of college choice is integral to answering the research questions for this
particular study. The recruiting of the millennial generation into college has changed some of
the dynamics and tools used by college recruiters to interact with prospective students.
However, literature indicates that the basic criteria used by millennial students to make their
choice remain similar to previous generational cohorts: cost, academic programs, location, and
influence of significant others including parents, friends, and guidance counselors.
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Because the class of 2015 Tennessee high school graduates were the first class eligible
for Tennessee Promise monies, there is no literature documenting the impact of free tuition on
four year schools and the related marketing environment. Though there are many studies that
indicate a priority of criteria used, there are none that indicate a ratio of the relationship between
cost, location, academics, or other criteria. In addition, the only studies of the college choice
process as performed by Millennials were qualitative. This quantitative descriptive study
addressed this gap.
The study of college choice is important for both students and institutions. For students,
the choice impacts career opportunities, earning power, and lifelong relationships. For
institutions, understanding how the college choice is made provides insight into how to attract
and engage the targeted segments, maintain and increase desired levels of enrollment, and build a
base of satisfied gift-giving alumni (Bock, Poole, & Joseph, 2014). This descriptive quantitative
research surveyed the classes of 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools and home
schools, the first such graduates eligible for Tennessee Promise funds guaranteeing two years of
free tuition to Tennessee community colleges or technical schools, to determine their college
choice criteria. The results give Tennessee four-year institutions insight into the level of
importance afforded to free tuition in the college choice. This knowledge will allow recruiting
and marketing personnel to describe and mitigate the decline in freshman enrollment.
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Section 2: The Project
This section provides a review of the purpose statement and discusses the quantitative
descriptive research project in detail. The data collection instrument is presented, data collection
procedures are discussed, and methods of statistical analysis are discussed. This quantitative
descriptive study incorporated the use of a survey instrument. Details about the instrument are
presented in this section.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this quantitative descriptive study was to describe how the most recent
Tennessee high school graduates chose a university in light of the offer of free tuition. The study
will provide information to college recruiters, enabling them to more accurately identify the
target market segments most likely to enroll in Tennessee four-year colleges and universities.
For college recruiters and marketers, awareness of the students’ enrollment criteria could give
direction for accurate market segmentation and building a target market profile of desired student
demographics, including gender, diversity, grade point average, and test scores. The ability to
market directly to qualified students allows for a more effective and efficient process by
streamlining the marketing processes used to reach them, thus lowering the costs of recruiting
and improving the profitability of the institution.
Survey links were sent to college freshmen and sophomores at Tennessee colleges and
universities. Students receiving free tuition via Tennessee Promise funds were polled to gather
information about gender, race, standardized test scores, socio-economic status, and parental
education levels. To measure the impact of available free tuition in the decision, students were
asked how free tuition from Tennessee Promise changed their decision to enroll in college and if
it impacted their college choice.
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Role of the Researcher
The researcher played an active role in data collection. This quantitative descriptive
research included an online survey designed by the researcher exclusively for this study and
hosted by Survey Monkey. Following approval from Liberty University’s Institutional Review
Board, the researcher contacted the Dean of Academic Services or a similar official at each
Tennessee Promise qualifying state university, community college, and four-year public and
private college in Tennessee to obtain the email addresses of each freshman and sophomore at
the schools. All Institutional Review Board (IRB) processes were followed at each school.
Once complete, the survey link was sent to each student in order to locate the members of the
classes of 2015 and 2016 high school graduates from schools and home schools in the State of
Tennessee who are currently attending college in Tennessee.
Once the survey data collection was closed, data was downloaded to the researcher’s
personal computer and compiled into an Excel file for coding and classification in order to
determine trends and patterns. Results were documented and an approved editor was selected to
review. Once completed, an oral report was presented to the dissertation committee at Liberty
University. The original password protected data file was backed up to a flash drive to preserve
and protect the data. Any bias introduced by the researcher should be mitigated by data analysis.
Participants
This quantitative descriptive research study included surveying students at qualifying
Tennessee community colleges and public and private four-year colleges and universities who
graduated from high schools and home schools within the state of Tennessee. The researcher
contacted the Dean of Academic Services or a similar official at each qualifying state university,
community college, and four-year public and private colleges in Tennessee to obtain the email
addresses of each freshman and sophomore at the schools. The target students were those who
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matriculated from high schools and home schools in the State of Tennessee in the classes of 2015
and 2016, and were accepting Tennessee Promise funds. In a post-positivist worldview, there is
a need to “identify and assess the causes that influence outcomes” (Creswell, 2014, p. 7). In this
case, the researcher identified and assessed the most critical variables to the college choice
process in order to understand how those variables influenced the outcome of the college choice
decision. Once the variables were known, the ideas were organized into sets for testing the
hypotheses in order to answer the research questions. Because the resulting knowledge came
from measurement of “real” life, studying behavior and developing numeric measures of those
observations was a priority. A quantitative descriptive study was appropriate for this research in
order to define the target segment by identifying the most important criteria and the impact of
free tuition to the selected group of high school graduates. Through the use of a carefully crafted
survey instrument, the impact of free tuition on the college choice decision was analyzed in order
to determine the priorities of a target market profile, thus identifying students more likely to
attend four-year institutions.
Research Method and Design
This quantitative descriptive study described the college choice criteria (as it relates to
free tuition) of Tennessee college students who were 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high
schools and home schools. Tennessee’s state supported four-year colleges and universities have
experienced a decrease in freshman enrollment of about 15%. The reduction may be due in part
to the Tennessee Promise legislation that provides two years of free college tuition at Tennessee
community colleges and technical schools and selected four-year schools with Associates
degrees for graduates of Tennessee high schools and home schools. The purpose of this
quantitative descriptive study was to describe how the most recent Tennessee high school
graduates chose a university in light of free tuition in order to provide information to college
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recruiters to enable them to more accurately identify their target market segment most likely to
enroll in Tennessee four-year colleges and universities. This section is a discussion of the logical
reasoning for the choice of a quantitative descriptive study and how the research questions and
hypotheses support the theoretical concepts.
Method
The quantitative research method was chosen for the study in order to examine the
relationship between the variables of the study (Creswell, 2014), the effects of free tuition
through the Tennessee Promise legislation in this case, including cost, and other pertinent criteria
to discover any differences or similarities or associations in order to develop a target market
profile related to college enrollment choices. The quantitative method was appropriate for this
study in order to detail the characteristics of the population being studied, as well as the
population’s consumer behavior as it relates to college choice based on the criteria found in the
literature review and free tuition. Qualitative studies are experiential and are more situational
than analytic (Kumar, 2014). A qualitative study was not used because the research questions
required finding to what extent the market share profile of students in Tennessee who would
prefer a traditional four-year school and to what extent those desiring a four-year degree
represent the total population of the higher education market. A quantitative study measures the
extent to which a phenomenon exists, allowing the researcher to quantify the importance of the
independent variables.
Research Design
Descriptive research is used to define whatever is prevalent with respect to the problem
being studied (Kumar, 2014), college choice criteria in this study. The descriptive study was
chosen in order to construct a consumer profile of the most recent college freshman classes as
they made their college choice. Descriptive studies are usually preplanned and structured, based
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on large representative samples (Malhotra & Birks, 2012), and describe the facts and
characteristics of a given population with accuracy and within a contextual framework (Kumar,
2014). In this case, the given population consists of approximately 100,000 members of the
2015 and 2016 high school graduating classes who are currently freshmen and sophomores in
Tennessee colleges. Students not receiving Tennessee Promise funds did not qualify to complete
the survey and were screened out with their response to the first question. The survey gathered
information about the students’ reaction to free tuition and whether the free tuition caused them
to choose to attend college due to its availability, or whether they already intended to attend
college but changed their chosen college in order to take advantage of free tuition. In addition,
standardized test scores, gender, race, socioeconomic status, and other relevant data were
included in order to provide an accurate profile of the targeted segment.
The theoretical framework included the motivating factors for the students’ choice of
higher education outlets. Once defined, the profile can be used by recruiters and marketers of
Tennessee colleges for segmentation and targeting those students who may be influenced to
attend a four-year college. Correlative studies define and measure the relationships between the
variables. A correlative study was not appropriate for this study because, though the criteria
discovered may be related in part, answering the research questions is not primarily dependent
upon measuring precise correlational relationships and it is not necessary to know how the value
of one variable changes when other variables change in order to answer the research questions
(Salkind, 2013). A causal study was not appropriate because the study is not focused on a cause
and effect relationship between the criteria, but rather a description of the target segment
(Creswell, 2014).
The two dependent variables in this research study are used individually. The first
dependent variable is the outcome - enrollment at an institution of higher learning in the state of
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Tennessee based on the availability of Tennessee Promise funds. The second dependent variable
is the change of college choice to attend a qualifying school in order to take advantage of free
tuition rather than the students’ original college choice. Other demographic statistics include
gender, race, socioeconomic status (SES), and parental education levels. Each of these variables
is of interest in regard to the following research questions. Only null hypotheses are listed.
RQ1: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the decision to enroll in college for 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools
and home schools?
H01: There is no statistically significant difference in the decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition program.
H02: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon gender.
H03: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon race.
H04: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon family income.
H05: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon standardized test
scores.
H06: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school type
(public, private, homeschool).
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H07: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon the Grand
Division of Tennessee.
H08: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school
grades.
H09: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon parents’ level of
education.
Previous studies with discussion of parental education, a component of social capital, had
subjects that were either Baby Boomers or GenXers (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002; Perna & Titus,
2004). This quantitative descriptive research study focused on students of the Millennial cohort,
known for a low risk tolerance and close relationships with family, a trait not found in prior
generational cohorts (U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, n.d.). Because of the
generational differences between prior generations and the Millennial cohort, particularly the
parent-child relationships and the constant parental presence in Millennials’ lives (Ladner, 2015),
moderating factors may have more influence, especially where parental involvement and
education is concerned. By determining the degree to which external influencing factors affected
the final enrollment decision, college recruiters will be able to better target their prospective
students.
RQ2: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the specific college chosen by 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools and
home schools?
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H010: There is no statistically significant difference in the college chosen based upon the
TN Promise free tuition program.
H011: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon gender.
H012: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon race.
H013: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon family income.
H014: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon standardized test scores.
H015: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school type (public,
private, homeschool).
H016: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon the Grand Division of
Tennessee.
H017: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school grades.
H018 There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon parents’ level of education.
Null hypotheses for this quantitative descriptive study were based on the assumption that
there were no trends in the college choice process for Tennessee high school students that would
necessitate a change in marketing techniques, including free tuition.
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Population and Sampling
The target population for the researcher-designed survey included members of the high
school graduating classes of 2015 and 2016 from Tennessee high schools and home schools who
were attending either community college or public or private four-year colleges and universities
in the state of Tennessee. This particular group was chosen because they were the first classes
eligible for Tennessee Promise funds, an entitlement that pays for two years of community
college, technical school, or selected four-year schools offering Associates degrees. The sample
was selected from a census distribution of invitations to complete the survey. Participants selfidentified as members of the target population when completing the survey. A random sampling
approach is usually preferred for generalizability to the population. It was not preferable in this
study because a broad response was desired in order to accurately describe the target student
profile of students who may be likely candidates to attend a four-year school.
Students not matriculating from a Tennessee high school or home school were screened
out of the results for the purpose of this study. The remaining responses represent a random
sampling of the target segment. In order to achieve a 95% confidence level and 5% error
margin, 384 survey responses were required according to literature (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970) or
by using this formula:
Sample = Population x confidence / ((Population – 1) x error margin2 + confidence)
Data Collection
Once IRB approval was granted, the researcher contacted the IRB at each Tennessee
institution to gain access to the opinions of the target segment matriculating at the state
supported community colleges and four-year universities in Tennessee, both public and private,
that are qualified to accept Tennessee Promise funds. Upon approval to access student email
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addresses by each institution, links to the web-based survey were delivered via email to the 2015
and 2016 freshman classes.
Instruments
The survey was researcher designed, containing only questions necessary to answer the
research questions for this quantitative descriptive study. The survey was reviewed by a team of
business professors holding the terminal degree. Survey questions were multiple choice or short
answer. The online survey instrument contained 15 questions, including consent. The survey
instrument required respondents less than 10 minutes to complete. Because the survey was webbased, the respondent only needed to click on a link in an email to access the survey.
The inherent risk in the survey was the length of time since the college choice decision
was made. The class of 2015 had spent one year in college and the criteria may not have been
easily remembered or be rationalized by that time. However, the class of 2016 had recently
completed the decision-making process for college enrollment and should be able to remember
more accurately. The survey link was sent to college freshman and sophomores at participating
Tennessee Promise qualified institutions.
Data Collection Technique
Data was collected via the Survey Monkey tool. Progress was monitored periodically
during the time the survey was open to ensure that it was working correctly. The researcher
conducted the survey in pilot mode with a small sample of students in order to ensure that the
respondents were able to move through the survey and that the data submitted was as expected.
Data Organization Techniques
Data was stored on the researcher’s personal device in a password protected Excel file
during the duration of the research and transferred to a password protected flash drive upon
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completion. All other related files were maintained kept in the same manner. Institutions and
researchers may obtain summary data upon request to the researcher.
Data Analysis Technique
The survey data from this quantitative descriptive study was used to answer the research
questions and hypotheses as shown below. Because the survey link was sent to college freshmen
and sophomores at the institutions, the first question (question 2), after consent (question 1),
screened out all of those not accepting Tennessee Promise funds. Those students were out of
scope for this research study because they could not have been influenced by the availability of
free tuition.
Question 3 inquired as to whether the availability of free tuition changed the students’
decision of whether or not to attend college. This question answers research question 1:
RQ1: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the decision to enroll in college for 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools
and home schools?
Question 4 determined whether the availability of free tuition through Tennessee Promise
changed the choice of college. In other words, did the student intend to go to college already,
but change schools due to eligibility for Tennessee Promise funds? This question specifically
answers research question 2:
RQ2: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the specific college chosen by 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools and
home schools?
Research questions one and two are addressed by using descriptive statistics such as chisquares, Phi or Cramer’s V, and crosstabs to determine the demographic profile of the sample.
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The survey respondents provided their demographic data by gender, race, and household income
level.
The final section of the survey contained questions that provided additional clarity
needed to analyze the data. Question 5 inquired as to the students’ intent to transfer at the end of
the two-year program. Questions 6 and 7 collected gender and race. Questions 8 through 13
collected high school information, including the name and location of the high school, whether it
was public, private or home school, average high school grades, the students’ best standardized
test score (ACT or SAT), where the student lives when school is in session, and what college the
student was attending. The respondents were asked to provide the name of the school they were
attending. This information allowed the researcher to search for trends in the data in regard to
that particular institution. Knowing the scores further stratified the responses to identify students
who would likely not meet the qualifications to attend a four-year institution.
The final questions, 14 and 15, collected annual household income and the parents’ levels
of education. The final question was in regard to the education level of the parents of the student
and asked whether at least one parent attended college and, if so, if they graduated. This
question was asked in order to give clarity to the level of parental involvement and/or influence
in the college choice process. Appendix A contains a table detailing survey questions and data
and variable types.
These nominal data were for coding purposes and were used to further segment the
results to discover what differences, if any, exist in the results. For example, the data show
whether students of lower socio-economic status (SES) prioritize the free tuition differently than
students of higher SES and if the moderating variables affect the decisions differently.
Knowledge of this information may affect the institutional recruiting efforts by refining the
target market segment profile.
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Table 1
Null Hypotheses, Survey Questions, and Statistical Tests
Null Hypothesis
H01: There is no statistically
significant difference in the
decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition
program.
H01: There is no statistically
significant difference in the
decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition
program and gender.
H03: There is no statistically
significant difference in the
decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition
program and race.
H04: There is no statistically
significant difference in the
decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition
program and family income.
H05: There is no statistically
significant difference in the
decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition
program and standardized test
scores.
H06: There is no statistically
significant difference in the
decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition
program and high school type
(public, private, homeschool).
H07: There is no statistically
significant difference in the
decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition
program and the Grand Division of
Tennessee.

Survey Questions
DV: question 3

Statistical Tests
Chi-square

Question 6
DV: question 3

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

Question 7
DV: question 3

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

Question 14
DV: question 3

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

Question 11
DV: question 3

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

Question 9
DV: question 3

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

As coded from Question 8
DV: question 3

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell
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H08: There is no statistically
significant difference in the
decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition
program and high school grades.

Question 10
DV: question 3

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

Question 15
DV: question 3

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

Question 4

Chi-square

H011: There is no statistically
significant difference in the college
chosen based upon the TN Promise
tuition program and gender.

Question 6
DV: question 4

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

H012: There is no statistically
significant difference in the college
chosen based upon the TN Promise
tuition program and race.

Question 7
DV: question 4

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

H013: There is no statistically
significant difference in the college
chosen based upon the TN Promise
tuition program and family income.

Question 14
DV: question 4

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

Question 11
DV: question 4

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

Question 9
DV: question 4

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

As coded from Question 8

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

H09: There is no statistically
significant difference in the
decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition
program and parents’ education
.
H010: There is no statistically
significant difference in the college
chosen based upon the TN Promise
tuition program.

H014: There is no statistically
significant difference in the college
chosen based upon the TN Promise
tuition program and standardized
test scores.
H015: There is no statistically
significant difference in the college
chosen based upon the TN Promise
tuition program and high school
type (public, private, homeschool).
H016: There is no statistically
significant difference in the college
chosen based upon the TN Promise
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tuition program and the Grand
Division of Tennessee.

DV: question 4

H017: There is no statistically
significant difference in the college
chosen based upon the TN Promise
tuition program and high school
grades.
H018: There is no statistically
significant difference in the college
chosen based upon the TN Promise
tuition program and the parents’
level of education.

Question 10
DV: question 4

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

Question 15
DV: question 4

Crosstabs and chi-square in the cell

When analyzing two-variable difference questions with nominal or dichotomous counts,
the appropriate inferential statistic is chi-square as indicated by Morgan et al. (2013).
Reliability and Validity
The reliability of the survey instrument and the validity of the data gathered are integral
to the ultimate viability of the research. While the two concepts of reliability and validity are
defined differently, they are interrelated and both concepts must be present in order to maintain
the integrity of the research project.
Reliability
Reliability is a focus on the consistency or repeatability of a measure. For example, if the
original instrument is used by another researcher or administered to another group of similar
students, the answers should have little variation. Inter-observer consistency is concerned with
the ability to properly classify or code subjects’ responses (Bryman, 2016). There was no need
to code responses as the questions were not designed to measure concepts. This study consisted
of two yes-no questions with the other questions being demographic in nature with no conceptual
questions. For this reason, a Cronbach’s Alpha statistical test was unnecessary (Morgan, Leech,
Gloeckner, & Barrett, 2013).
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The most recent demographic data released by Tennessee Promise for 2015 showed
similar demographics in the study group. The 2015 students consisted of 74% white, 14%
African American, and 4% Hispanic (Parker, 2016). This study found 78% white, 8.5% African
American and 4.4% Hispanic, as well as 6.3% multi-racial students and 1.7% Asian students.
Tennessee Promise indicated that 85% of their students were in community colleges, 13% in
technical schools, and 2% in 4-year schools offering Associates degrees. This study found 87%
in community colleges and 13% in 4-year schools; however, this study did not poll students in
the state’s technical (TCAT) schools.
In order to evaluate repeatability, the survey respondents were split into two groups and
the strength of the relationship between the two groups was measured with a Cramer’s V. For
research question 1, the Cramer’s V was 0.006, exceeding the 95% confidence interval, and the
significance level was 0.905 which Morgan et al (2013) defines as much larger than the typical
relationship strength between the two groups. For research question two, the Cramer’s V was
0.36, also exceeding the 95% confidence level, and the significance level was 0.466 which
Morgan et al (2013) defines as a typical relationship between the groups.
Validity
Validity refers to whether the survey instrument actually measures the concepts it was
designed to measure. This quantitative descriptive study survey instrument met those criteria by
asking only those questions needed to answer the research questions, without leading the
respondent to answer in any particular manner. Due to the fact that the study asked two direct
Yes/No questions, it was appropriate to use face validity to measure the validity of the
study. Face validity is based on the logical link between the question and what it measures, and
whether it covers the full range of the particular issue being measured (Kumar, 2014). The
questions in this quantitative descriptive study are simple. The answer to each question is either
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“Yes” or “No”, and meets Kumar’s definition above. Construct validity is statistically based and
is computed by measuring the contribution of each construct of the concept to the total variance
observed (Kumar, 2014). The self-designed research instrument for this study does not measure
constructs, but merely seeks the answers to two questions.
While the two concepts of reliability and validity are defined differently, they are
interrelated and both concepts must be present in order to be successful. A measure cannot be
valid if it is not reliable. Likewise, if the instrument is not stable, or does not adequately
measure the concept, it cannot be valid (Bryman, 2016). The dissertation committee, along with
a group of other professors holding the terminal degree, reviewed validity, as an auditor, to
ensure that the survey questions reflect the accurate measurements needed to answer the
hypothesis and research questions.
Transition and Summary
This section included a discussion of the research methods to be used as well as details
about the survey instrument and how the data was collected, handled, and stored. It also
contained a discussion of how data will be analyzed and applied in order to answer the research
questions about the importance of free tuition to the college choice process for high school
graduates in Tennessee. In addition, it included a discussion of reliability and validity and how
those concepts apply to this quantitative descriptive research study. The next section will
include the details of the analysis of the data collected and their application to the hypotheses.
The section will close with a discussion of the study findings, their application to college
marketers and recruiters, and opportunities for further research.
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change
The purpose of this quantitative descriptive study was to describe how the most recent
Tennessee high school graduates chose a university in order to provide information to college
recruiters to enable them to more accurately identify the target market segments most likely to
enroll in Tennessee four-year colleges and universities. An online survey hosted by Survey
Monkey was used to collect data from freshmen and sophomores in Tennessee colleges who
graduated from Tennessee high schools or home schools during 2015 and 2016.
Section 3 contains the findings of the study and a discussion of how they relate to the
theoretical framework and the research questions. Findings will be presented in tabular format
as well as in narrative form. The interactions between the demographic findings and the
moderating variables will be discussed as well as comparisons to findings of prior studies in the
literature review (Chapman, 1986; Ladner, 2015; Southerland, 2006).
Overview of Study
The State of Tennessee recently passed legislation (The Tennessee Promise) entitling
graduates of Tennessee high schools and home schools beginning with the graduating class of
2015 to attend two years of community college or Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology
with free tuition. This quantitative descriptive research study addressed effective business
practice by revealing any differences in selection of colleges based upon the offer of free tuition
for the first two years of college. Other large quantitative studies have used Baby Boomers or
Gen-Xers as their subjects. This study surveyed a large number of Millennial students to
discover whether they make decisions in the same manner as prior generational cohorts. This
research considers the relationship of available free tuition within the college choice process.
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In order to pinpoint the importance of free tuition to the college choice process, the
survey was administered to freshmen and sophomores in Tennessee colleges who were 2015 or
2016 high school graduates to answer the following questions:
RQ1: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the decision to enroll in college for 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools
and home schools?
H1: There is no statistically significant difference in the decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition program.
H1a: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon gender.
H1b: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon race.
H1c: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon family income.
H1d: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon standardized test
scores.
H1e: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school type
(public, private, homeschool).
H1f: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon the Grand
Division of Tennessee.
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H1g: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school
grades.
H1h: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon parents’ level of
education.
RQ2: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the specific college chosen by 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools and
home schools?
H2: There is no statistically significant difference in the college chosen based upon the
TN Promise free tuition program.
H2a: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon gender.
H2b: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon race.
H2c: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon family income.
H2d: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon standardized test scores.
H2e: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school type (public,
private, homeschool).
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H2f: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon the Grand Division of
Tennessee.
H2g: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school grades.
H2h: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon parents’ level of education.
Presentation of the Findings
This quantitative descriptive research study used a researcher-designed survey to poll
students about the influence of free tuition in the form of Tennessee Promise monies on their
eventual college choice. Because the research targeted the college choice process of students
who are receiving Tennessee Promise funds, only those students were included in the completed
results of the study. Students not receiving free tuition as Tennessee Promise funds were
screened out of the survey and are not discussed in this descriptive quantitative study.
Research Study
All 13 Tennessee community colleges, as well as 12 four-year colleges offering
Associates degrees were invited to allow students’ participation. Nine colleges (36%)
responded, including six community colleges, two private schools, and one four-year state
university. No Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology (TCAT) schools were contacted as
those students are out of the scope of this project. The IRB process was followed at each school.
IRB approvals are included in Appendix D. Once the individual IRB approvals were complete,
an email with the survey link was sent to the students. Some schools chose to send to all
students while others sent the email only to Tennessee Promise students. There was a total of
545 responses of which 412 were complete. Those 412 responses were analyzed and are the
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focus of this study. The results can be generalized to the population, which includes freshmen,
and sophomore students who graduated from Tennessee high schools and home schools. The
population consisted of students currently enrolled at Tennessee Community Colleges and
qualified four-year institutions who were receiving free tuition through Tennessee Promise.
Descriptive Analysis
Year one of the Tennessee Promise program included 16,291 participants. Demographic
information of the 2015-2016 participants were released recently in a response to a FOIA request
(Parker, 2016). According to the release, the sample for this study was similar in racial/ethnic
background and in the type of school attended. Tennessee Promise students in 2015-2016
Comparative graphics for gender are shown in Figure 1 below. In 2015-2016, males comprised
44% of the cohort with females comprising 56%. This study had a larger percentage of females
at 75%.

Female

Missing

0.5%

24.3%

44%

56%

Male

75.2%

PARTICIPANTS BY GENDER

TN PROMISE PARTICIPANTS 2015-16

THIS STUDY

Figure 1. Participants by Gender by Study
Figure 2 shows the breakdown of Tennessee Promise students for the 2015-2016 school
year as compared to this study by race. Tennessee Promise reported only Caucasian, African
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American and Hispanic students totaling 92% of the total. Those classifications totaled 90.9% in
this study.
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Figure 2. Participants by Race by Study
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Figure 3. Participants by Type of School by Study
Figure 3 depicts the 2015-2016 Tennessee Promise students’ enrollment pattern as
compared to the survey responses received in this study. According to the Freedom of
Information Act (FOIA) release (Parker, 2016), 85% of Tennessee Promise students from that
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class enrolled in community college, with 13% enrolling in the TCAT schools. The remaining
2% enrolled in qualifying four-year schools. This study found 87% of its respondents in
community colleges and 13% in 4-year schools. Survey links were not sent to TCAT students.
Respondents were asked to describe their high schools by type (public, private, or homeschool).

PARTICIPANTS BY SCHOOL TYPE
Private
6%
Homeschool
12%

Public
82%

Figure 4. Participants by High School Type
The students were from a blend of backgrounds and schools, with most coming from public
schools. Students from both private schools and homeschools also participated. Figure 4 shows
the distribution.
Respondents were also asked to describe their living arrangements. Figure 5 depicts the
study results of the responses. The majority of students live with their families or other relatives
while only seven percent live on campus. The remaining students live in off-campus housing or
stay with friends.
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LIVING ARRANGEMENTS
Other Private
Home
7%
Dorm
7%
Other college
housing
0%
Family
86%

Figure 5 . Participants by Living Arrangements
As shown in Figure 6, most students were “A” students in high school with a total of 94%
having a B or better.

PARTICIPANT GRADES
B
41%

C
6%
D
0%

A
53%

Figure 6. By Grades
Standardized scores for the ACT ranged from 12 to 34 and are depicted in Figure 7.
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PARTICIPANT ACT SCORES
26-30
21%
Over 30
1%
15 or less
4%
21-25
44%

16-20
30%

Figure 7. By ACT Scores
All 412 respondents indicated their intent to transfer to a four-year institution as shown in
Figure 8. Seventy percent of students indicated that they plan to transfer at the end of their twoyear program. There are also 13% of the students who are unsure as to their intent. Nine percent
indicated that the question was not applicable. There are at least two reasons why this could be
the case. First, some students are already attending four-year schools and may simply switch to a
baccalaureate program once they complete the first two years. Seventy percent of the students in
the N/A category are enrolled in 4-year schools. Second, community colleges offer two-year
technical or certificate programs that do not require further study. The remaining students in the
category are students at community colleges.
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PARTICIPANT INTENT TO TRANSFER
No
8%
N/A
9%

Unsure
13%

Yes
70%

Figure 8. By Intent to Transfer
Research question 1, hypotheses, and findings
RQ1: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the decision to enroll in college for 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools
and home schools?
H01: There is no statistically significant difference in the decision to attend college based
upon the TN Promise tuition program.
Of the 412 respondents, 91 (22%) indicated that the availability of Tennessee Promise
funds allowed them to enroll in college when they would not have been able to enroll without
that assistance. A chi-square test was performed to measure the independence of the free tuition
offered by Tennessee Promise and the decision to enroll in college. The Pearson chi-square
results indicate that free tuition from Tennessee Promise does have a statistically significant
relationship with students enrolling in college (X2=128.398, df=1, N=412, p<.05). The null
hypothesis is rejected. The conclusion can be drawn that students are enrolling in college due to
the availability of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise program.
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RQ1 by Gender.
H02: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon gender.
Respondents were asked to identify their gender. The sample included 100 males and
310 females. Figure 9 shows the distribution of the results as a percentage. Two respondents
declined to answer.

76.80%

%Yes

%No

19%

23.20%

81%

DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT
RESULT IN YOUR ENROLLING IN COLLEGE
WHEN YOU WERE NOT PLANNING TO GO TO
COLLEGE?
BY GENDER

MALE

FEMALE

Figure 9. RQ1 by Gender
A crosstab was run to examine the difference between the actual versus expected counts.
The cross-tabulation in Table 2 shows an expected affirmative count of 22.2 for males compared
with an actual count of 19. For females, the expected count is 68.8 while the actual count is 72.
The overall sample provided 22.2% yes and 77.8% no responses.
When compared to the actual percentages the findings show that, while most students
seemed to express intent to attend college, it seems that females are more likely to enroll in
college due to the offer of free tuition through Tennessee Promise, while males were more likely
to have already determined to attend school even without free tuition.
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Table 2.
RQ1 by Gender
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college
when you were not planning to go to college?
Male
Female
Total
Yes
Count
19
72
91
Expected Count
22.2
68.8
91.0
% for Column
19.0%
23.2%
22.2%
No
Count
81
238
319
Expected Count
77.8
241.2
319.0
% for Column
81.0%
76.8%
77.8%

A chi-square test was run on the cross-tabulation results in Table 2 to evaluate the
differences between the actual and expected counts and the Pearson chi-square was not
statistically significant at X2= .782, df= 1, N = 410, p = .377, and failed to reject the null
hypothesis. Results are shown in Table 4 below. While evaluation of the crosstab showed that
females seem more likely to enroll in college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is
not a statistically significant difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and
the decision to enroll in college by gender.
RQ1 by Race.
H03: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon race.
The 412 respondents self-identified in one of six racial categories. The majority of the
respondents were Caucasian, but the sample also included African Americans, Asians,
Hispanics, and multi-racial students. Figure 10 below shows the actual counts as a percentage.
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NATIVE
AMERICAN

ASIAN

AFRICAN
AMERICAN

HISPANIC

CAUCASIAN

76.9%

23.1%

79.3%

20.7%

50.0%

% No
50.0%

80.0%

% Yes

20.0%

85.7%

14.3%

66.7%

33.3%

DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT
RESULT IN YOUR ENROLLING IN COLLEGE
WHEN YOU WERE NOT PLANNING TO GO TO
COLLEGE?DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE
GRANT RESULT IN YOUR ENROLLING IN
COLLEGE WHEN YOU WERE NOT PLANNING
TO GO TO COLLEGE? …

MULTIRACIAL

Figure 10. RQ1 by Race
The overall sample provided 22.1% yes and 77.9% no responses. The responses, along
with the expected responses are shown in Table 3. A cross-tab was run to examine the difference
between the actual versus expected counts. The cross-tabulation shows an expected affirmative
count of 22.1% for Native Americans compared to 33.3% for the actual value. Hispanics had an
expected value of 22.1% with an actual value of 50%. In addition, multi-racial respondents had
an expected value of 22.1% with a slightly higher actual value of 23.1%. Based on the data,
Hispanics are more likely to take advantage of the Tennessee Promise program to enroll in
college than other races, with Native Americans and multi-racial students also having a slight
tendency to do so.
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Table 3
RQ1 by Race Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go to
college?

Yes

Count

Native
American
1

No

Expected Count
% for Column
Count
Expected Count
% for Column

0.7
33.3%
2
2.3
66.7%

Asian
1

African
American
7

Hispanic
9

Caucasian
67

MultiRacial
6

Total
91

1.5
14.3%
6
5.5
85.7%

7.7
20.0%
28
27.3
80.0%

4.0
50.0%
9
14.0
50.0%

71.3
20.7%
256
251.7
79.3%

5.7
23.1%
20
20.3
76.9%

91.0
22.1%
321
321.0
77.9%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts and the Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= 9.060, df= 5, N = 412, p
= .107, and failed to reject the null hypothesis. While evaluation of the crosstab showed that
Hispanics, multi-racial students, and Native Americans seem more likely to enroll in college due
to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is not a statistically significant difference in the
relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and the decision to enroll in college by race.
RQ1 by Family Income.
H04: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon family income.
There were 390 respondents who answered the family income question with 22 students
declining to answer. Actual reported income ranged from less than $25,000 to more than
$200,000. Income was coded to represent 4 levels; 1) up to $24,999, 2) $25,000 to $49,000, 3)
$50,000 to $99,999, and 4) over $100,000.
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DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT RESULT
IN YOUR ENROLLING IN COLLEGE WHEN YOU
WERE NOT PLANNING TO GO TO COLLEGE
BY FAMILY INCOME

$25,000 TO
$49,999

$50,000 TO
$99,999

83.1%
16.9%

79.0%
21.0%

23.0%

68.3%
31.7%
UP TO $24,999

% No

77.0%

% Yes

OVER $100,000

FAMILY INCOME

Figure 11. RQ1 by Family Income
Of the 390 respondents, there were 86 respondents answering yes and 304 answering no.
Figure 11 shows the results in percentages. Of the yes answers, 31.7% reported income of up to
$24,999, 23% reported $25,000 to $49,999, 21% reported $50,000 to $99,999, and 16.9%
reported incomes of over $100,000 annually.
A crosstab was run to examine the difference between actual and expected counts as
shown in Table 4. The expected count for under $24,999 was 13.2 and the actual count was 19.
The expected value for $25,000 to $49,999 was 16.3 compared to the actual count of 17. All
other categories had expected values greater than the actual values. Examination of the counts
versus the expected counts leads to an expectation that students with family income up to
$24,999 and students with family incomes of $25,000 to $49,999 are the most likely to enroll in
college due to Tennessee Promise free tuition.
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Table 4
RQ1 by Family Income Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not
planning to go to college?
Family Income

Yes

No

Up to
$24,999
19

$25,000
to
$49,999
17

$50,000
to
$99,999
35

Over
$100,000
15

Total
86

Expected
Count

13.2

16.3

36.8

19.6

86.0

% for column

31.7%

23.0%

21.0%

16.9%

22.1%

Count

41

57

132

74

304

Expected
Count

46.8

57.7

130.2

69.4

304.0

% for column

68.3%

77.0%

79.0%

83.1%

77.9%

Count

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts. The Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= 4.779, df= 3, N = 390, p =
.189, and failed to reject the null hypothesis. While evaluation of the crosstab showed that
students with family incomes less than $50,000 are more likely to enroll in college due to free
tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is not a statistically significant difference in the
relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and the decision to enroll in college by income.
RQ1 by Standardized Test Scores (ACT).
H05: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon standardized test
scores.
The target segment reported their ACT standardized test scores. Scores were coded to
represent ranges of 15 or less, 16-10, 21-25, 26-30, and Over 30. There were 393 respondents
who reported their ACT test scores. Of those, 21.9% reported that they had enrolled in college

82
due to the Tennessee Promise free tuition, and 78.1% answered no. These numbers are
represented in figure 12.
DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT
RESULT IN YOUR ENROLLING IN COLLEGE
WHEN YOU WERE NOT PLANNING TO GO TO
COLLEGE? BY STANDARDIZED TEST SCORES

100.0%

84.0%
16.0%
26-30

0.0%

83.6%
21-25

68.1%

16-20

% No

16.4%

15 OR LESS

31.9%

58.8%

41.2%

% Yes

OVER 30

Figure 12. RQ1 by Test Scores
A crosstab was run to analyze the counts and expected counts for each category as shown
in Table 9 indicate that the group of students answering yes is populated by 41.2% of those
scoring 15 or less, 31.9% of those scoring 16-20, 16.4% of those scoring 21-25, and 16% of
those scoring between 26-30. No students scoring over 30 answered yes to this question. The
expected value for the 15 or less category was 3.7 with an actual count of 7 and the expected
value for 16-20 was 26 with an actual value of 38. Even though ACT scores ranged from 12 to
32, it seems that students scoring in the first two groups, 20 or less, are more likely to enroll in
college due to Tennessee Promise free tuition than their peers scoring higher.
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PARTICIPANT ACT SCORES AFTER RECODING
46.6%

No

3.3%

8.1%

15.1%

23.8%

26.4%

32.6%

44.2%

Yes

15 OR LESS

16-20

21-25

26-32

Figure 13. RQ1 by Recoded Test Scores
Table 5
RQ1 by Test Scores Recoded Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not
planning to go to college?
ACT Score

Yes

Count
Expected
Count

No

% for column
Count
Expected
Count
% for column

15 or less
7

16-20
38

21-25
28

26-32
13

Total
86

3.7

26.0

37.4

18.8

86.0

41.2%
10

31.9%
81

16.4%
143

15.1%
73

21.9%
307

13.3

93.0

133.6

67.2

307.0

58.8%

68.1%

83.6%

84.9%

78.1%

In order to reduce the number of cells and increase the power of the chi-square test, the
ACT score categories 26-30 and over 30 were combined into a category 26-32 as represented in
Figure 13. A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts and the Pearson chi-square was statistically significant at X2= 16.072, df= 3, N = 393, p <
.05, and rejects the null hypothesis. Evaluation of the crosstab showed that students with ACT
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test scores 20 or less are more likely to enroll in college due to free tuition from Tennessee
Promise. The chi-square test confirmed that there is a statistically significant difference in the
relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and the decision to enroll in college by ACT
scores, however the Cramer’s V statistic indicates that it is small at .202. The null hypothesis
was rejected.
RQ1 by High School Type.
H06: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school type
(public, private, homeschool).
Students reported the type of high school they attended as public, private, or homeschool.
All 412 respondents answered the question. There were 22.1% of the respondents who answered
yes and 77.9% who answered no. See figure 14.
DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT
RESULT IN YOUR ENROLLING IN COLLEGE
WHEN YOU WERE NOT PLANNING TO GO TO
COLLEGE?
BY TYPE OF HIGH SCHOOL
% No

23.1%

PUBLIC

PRIVATE

75.5%
24.5%

21.7%

76.9%

78.3%

% Yes

HOMESCHOOL

Figure 14. RQ1 by High School Type
A crosstab (table 6) was run to examine the actual values versus the expected values.
The expected value of those who attended private high schools was 5.7 while the actual count
was 6. Homeschoolers had an expected value of 10.8 with an actual value of 12. Of the 22.1%
who answered research question 1 affirmatively, students from private high schools (23.1%) and
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homeschoolers (24.5%) were only slightly more likely to enroll in college due to free tuition
from Tennessee Promise than graduates from public high schools (21.7%). The type of high
school attended does not appear to be an indicator of whether the students will enroll in college
due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise.
Table 6
RQ1 by Type of School Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you
were not planning to go to college?

Yes

Count

No

Expected
Count
% of
Column
Count
Expected
Count
% of
Column

Was your high school . . .
Home
Public
Private
School
73
6
12

Total
91

74.4

5.7

10.8

91.0

21.7%

23.1%

24.5%

22.1%

264
262.6

20
20.3

37
38.2

321
321.0

78.3%

76.9%

75.5%

77.9%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts and the Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= .215, df= 2, N = 412, p
= .898, and failed to reject the null hypothesis. While evaluation of the crosstab showed that
homeschoolers seem slightly more likely than public or private school students to enroll in
college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is not a statistically significant
difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and the decision to enroll in
college by type of high school attended.
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RQ1 by Grand Division of Tennessee.
H07: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon the Grand
Division of Tennessee.
The State of Tennessee consists of three geographical divisions commonly known as
Grand Divisions of Tennessee – East, Middle, and West Tennessee. Each Grand Division is
different by landscape and demographic breakdown. The breakdown is shown in Figure 15.
DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT RESULT
IN YOUR ENROLLING IN COLLEGE WHEN YOU
WERE NOT PLANNING TO GO TO COLLEGE?
BY GRAND DIVISION OF TN

EAST TN

MIDDLE TN

30.2%

69.8%

79.7%

% No

20.3%

19.7%

80.3%

% Yes

WEST TN

Figure 15. RQ1 by Grand Division
Students reported the city or county where their high school or homeschool was located.
This information was coded to relate to the corresponding Grand Division of Tennessee. There
were 22.1% of respondents who answered yes and 77.9% who answered no. Of the 412
respondents answering yes to the question, the 22.1% of those students answered yes and 77.9%
answered no. “Yes” answers consist of 19.7% from East Tennessee, 20.3% from Middle
Tennessee, and 30.2% were from West Tennessee. A crosstab was run to compare the expected
values with actuals. West Tennessee had an expected value of 19 with an actual value of 26.
Eastern and Middle Tennessee had actual values less than expected values. Based on the

87
responses, students from West Tennessee were more likely to enroll in college with Tennessee
Promise funds.
Table 7
RQ1 by Grand Division Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when
you were not planning to go to college?

Yes

Count

No

Expected
Count
% for
column
Count
Expected
Count
% for
column

TN Grand Division
Middle
East TN
TN
West TN
35
30
26

Total
91

39.3

32.7

19.0

91.0

19.7%

20.3%

30.2%

22.1%

143
138.7

118
115.3

60
67.0

321
321.0

80.3%

79.7%

69.8%

77.9%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts. The Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= 4.207, df= 2, N = 412, p =
.122, and failed to reject the null hypothesis. While evaluation of the crosstab showed that
students from West Tennessee are more likely than Middle or East Tennessee students to enroll
in college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is not a statistically significant
difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and the decision to enroll in
college by Grand Division of Tennessee.
RQ1 by High School Grades.
H08: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon high school
grades.
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All 412 respondents reported their average high school grades. There were 22.1% of the
respondents who answered yes and the remaining 77.9% who answered no. The 91 respondents
who answered yes to the question consist of 19.6% of respondents who reported an A, 25% who
reported B, 21.7% who reported C, and 50% of the students reporting a D. See Figure 16.

DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT RESULT
IN YOUR ENROLLING IN COLLEGE WHEN YOU
WERE NOT PLANNING TO GO TO COLLEGE?
BY HIGH SCHOOL GRADES

78.3%

50.0%

50.0%
21.7%

25.0%

19.6%
A

% No

75.0%

80.4%

% Yes

B

C

D

Figure 16. RQ1 by Grades
A crosstab was run to examine the values and expected values for each category.
indicates that B students (25% vs. 22.1%) and D students (50% vs. 22.1%) are more likely to
enroll in college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise. A students and C students had
actual counts less than the expected values. Table 8 shows the crosstab results.
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Table 8
RQ1 by High School Grades Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were
not planning to go to college?
Yes

Count

No

Expected
Count
% of
Column
Count
Expected
Count
% of
Column

A
43

B
42

C
5

D
1

Total
91

48.4

37.1

5.1

0.4

91.0

19.6%

25.0%

21.7%

50.0%

22.1%

176
170.6

126
130.9

18
17.9

1
1.6

321
321.0

80.4%

75.0%

78.3%

50.0%

77.9%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts and the Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= 2.501, df= 3, N = 412, p
= .475, and failed to reject the null hypothesis. It is notable that there were 2 cells that did not
meet the expected minimum count. There was a very small sample of D students. While
evaluation of the crosstab showed that B students are more likely than other students to enroll in
college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is not a statistically significant
difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and the decision to enroll in
college by high school grades.
RQ1 by Parent 1 Education.
H09: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the decision to attend college based upon parents’ level of
education.
Respondents were asked to report on the level of each of their parents or guardians. Of
the 412 respondents, 405 reported on the level of education of parent 1. The 88 respondents who
answered yes to the question are comprised of 36.8% of those with parents with less than a high
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school graduation, 29.8% of those with a high school diploma or other college or trade school,
20.7% had parent 1 with up to a four-year degree, and 6.9% had parent 1 with up to a graduate
degree. Results are depicted in Figure 17.
DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT RESULT
IN YOUR ENROLLING IN COLLEGE WHEN YOU
WERE NOT PLANNING TO GO TO COLLEGE?
BY PARENT 1 EDUCATION

HS OR OTHER
COLLEGE

UP TO 4-YR
DEGREE

93.1%
6.9%

79.3%
20.7%

29.8%

63.2%
36.8%
LESS THAN HS

% No

70.2%

% Yes

UP TO GRADUATE
DEGREE

Figure 17. RQ1 by Parent 1 Education
A crosstab was run to analyze the difference between the expected and actual values. See
table 9. Respondents with Parent 1 education less than High School had an expected value of 4.1
with an actual value of 7. Those with High School or other college (such as trade school or
certificate) had an expected value of 26.3 and an actual value of 36. Those with up to a four-year
degree were slightly under the expected value at 40 and 41.9 respectively, while students with
Parent 1 having up to a graduate degree were significantly under the expected value at 5 and 15
respectively. It appears that respondents with parent 1 having a high school diploma or less were
more likely to enroll in college based upon free tuition from Tennessee Promise. Students with
Parent 1 having up to a graduate degree were not likely to enroll in college due to Tennessee
Promise.
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Table 9
RQ1 by Parent 1 Education Crosstab

Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were
not planning to go to college?
Parent 1 Education

Yes

Count

No

Expected
Count
% of
Column
Count
Expected
Count
% of
Column

Less than
HS
7

HS or
other
college
36

Up to 4yr degree
40

Up to
Graduate
degree
5

Total
88

4.1

26.3

41.9

15.6

88.0

36.8%

29.8%

20.7%

6.9%

21.7%

12
14.9

85
94.7

153
151.1

67
56.4

317
317.0

63.2%

70.2%

79.3%

93.1%

78.3%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts. The Pearson chi-square was statistically significant at X2= 16.499, df= 3, N = 405, p <
.05, and rejected the null hypothesis. There is a statistically significant difference in the
relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and the decision to enroll in college by the level of
education of Parent 1. Evaluation of the crosstab showed that students with Parent 1 education
level of high school or other college or less are more likely to enroll in college due to free tuition
from Tennessee Promise. The chi-square test confirmed that there is a statistically significant
difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and the decision to enroll in
college by Parent 1 education level, however the Cramer’s V statistic indicates that it is small at
.202. The null hypothesis was rejected.
Students also responded to the same question regarding Parent 2. However, 30% of that
data was missing, therefore no analysis was performed. Future studies may further explore the
topic.
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RQ1 Summary of Findings
Of the 412 respondents to RQ1, 22% indicated that they had enrolled in college due to
free tuition through Tennessee Promise. Analysis of the data revealed that the following student
characteristics were statistically significant in determining whether a student enrolled in college
due to Tennessee Promise:
•

Respondents scoring 20 or below on the ACT standardized test were statistically
significantly more likely than their peers to take advantage of the program.

•

Respondents whose Parent 1 had less than high school or a high school or other
college education (including trade school or certificate) were statistically significantly
more likely to enroll in college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise.

After further analysis of the data and though not statistically significant, the following
patterns emerged that identify the differences between those who answered yes to the question
and those who answered no:
•

Females were more likely than males to make that decision.

•

Hispanics in particular, but also multi-racial and Native American students to a lesser
extent, were more likely to enroll in college due to free tuition.

•

Those reporting their family annual income at $50,000 or less were more likely to
enroll due to free tuition.

•

Students from West Tennessee were more likely than their peers in East Tennessee or
Middle Tennessee to enroll in college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise.

•

Students with high school average grades of “B” were more likely to enroll in college
due to free tuition than their peers.

There was one factor tested that did not appear to have influence on the decision to enroll
in college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise:
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•

Homeschool high school graduates were only slightly more likely than their public or
private high school graduate peers to enroll in college due to free tuition from
Tennessee Promise. The type of high school does not seem to be significant.

Research question 2, hypotheses, and findings
RQ2: How did the offer of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation affect
the specific college chosen by 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools and
home schools?
H010: There is no statistically significant difference in the college chosen based upon the
TN Promise free tuition program.
Of the 412 students that responded to the survey, 273 (66.26%) indicated that they
changed their initial college choice in order to take advantage of Tennessee Promise funds. A
chi-square test was performed to determine whether there is a relationship between the free
tuition offered by Tennessee Promise and changing the college choice. Analysis of that question
with chi-square for the group as a whole shows a strong propensity to make that decision. The
null hypothesis is rejected (X2=43.583, df =1, N=412, p <.05).
RQ2 – by Gender.
H011: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon gender.
Respondents were asked whether they changed their college choice in order to accept
Tennessee Promise free tuition. There were 410 respondents who indicated their gender with
two declining to answer. Of the 410 respondents, 66.1% of all respondents responded
affirmatively, including 63% of males and 67.1% of females. Figure 18 shows the results from
this question graphically.
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DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT CHANGE
YOUR DECISION OF WHICH COLLEGE TO
ATTEND?
BY GENDER
% within Are you male or female?

100.0%

100.0%

77.8

241.2

Expected Count

22.2

68.8

Figure 18. RQ2 by Gender
A crosstab (table 10) was run to analyze the difference between actual and expected
counts. For yes answers, males had an expected count of 66.1 and an actual count of 63.
Females had an expected count of 204.9 and an actual count of 208. Analyzing the reported
counts versus the expected counts indicates that females were slightly more likely to change their
college choice than males.
Table 10
RQ2 by Gender Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which
college to attend?
Yes

No

Count
Expected
Count
% for
Column
Count
Expected
Count
% for
Column

Male
63
66.1

Female
208
204.9

Total
271
271.0

63.0%

67.1%

66.1%

37
33.9

102
105.1

139
139.0

37.0%

32.9%

33.9%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts. The Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= .566, df= 1, N = 410, p =
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.452, and failed to reject the null hypothesis. While evaluation of the crosstab showed that
females seem more likely to change their college choice due to free tuition from Tennessee
Promise, there is not a statistically significant difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise
free tuition and changing the college choice by gender.
RQ2 by Race.
H012: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon race.
All 412 respondents declared their race in the survey, with 66.3% of the respondents
indicating that they had changed their college choice in order to accept Tennessee Promise free
tuition. The 66.3% was comprised of 66.7% of Native Americans, 71.4% of Asians, 80% of
African Americans, 66.7% of Hispanics, 65.6% of Caucasians, and 53.8% of multi-racial
respondents. See figure 19.
DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT
CHANGE YOUR DECISION OF WHICH
COLLEGE TO ATTEND?
BY RACE

NATIVE
AMERICAN

ASIAN

AFRICAN
AMERICAN

HISPANIC

CAUCASIAN

53.8%

46.2%

34.4%

65.6%

66.7%

% No

33.3%

20.0%

28.6%

33.3%

66.7%

71.4%

80.0%

% Yes

MULTIRACIAL

Figure 19. RQ2 by Race
A crosstab was run to study the actual versus expected values of the race category. See
Table 11. Expected counts versus actual counts for African Americans, Asians, and Hispanics
are of interest in this case. The expected value for African Americans was 23.2 with an actual
value of 28. Asians had an expected count of 4.6 and an actual count of 5. Hispanics had an
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expected count of 11.9 with an actual count of 12, showing an almost equal chance. Expected
and actual counts in this category were close with only African Americans and Asians more
likely to change their college choice to accept Tennessee Promise.
Table 11
RQ2 by Race Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend?

Yes

Count

No

Expected
Count
% for
column
Count
Expected
Count
% for
column

Native
American
2

Asian
5

African
American
28

Hispanic
12

Caucasian
212

MultiRacial
14

Total
273

2.0

4.6

23.2

11.9

214.0

17.2

273.0

66.7%

71.4%

80.0%

66.7%

65.6%

53.8%

66.3%

1
1.0

2
2.4

7
11.8

6
6.1

111
109.0

12
8.8

139
139.0

33.3%

28.6%

20.0%

33.3%

34.4%

46.2%

33.7%

While evaluation of the crosstab showed that African Americans are most likely to
change their college choice due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, with Asians somewhat
likely and multi-racial students less likely to do so, there is not a statistically significant
difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and changing the college choice
by race.
RQ2 by Family Income.
H013: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon family income.
Respondents indicated their annual household income and the results were coded into one
of four categories; 1) up to $24,999, 2) $25,000 to 49,999, 3) $50,000 to $99,999, and 4) Over
$100,000. There were 21.7% of all recipients answering the question affirmatively. Figure 20
shows the results.
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DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT
CHANGE YOUR DECISION OF WHICH COLLEGE
TO ATTEND? BY FAMILY INCOME

UP TO $24,999

$25,000 TO
$49,999

34.1%
$50,000 TO
$99,999

33.7%

66.3%

% No
65.9%

36.5%

35.0%

63.5%

65.0%

% Yes

OVER $100,000

Figure 20. RQ2 by Family Income
A crosstab (Table 12) was run to examine the differences between the expected and
actual counts for each category. The differences in this category were small. For up to $24,999,
the expected count was 39.2 and the actual count was 39. The next category, $25,000 to $49,999
expected was 48.4 and the actual was 47. The two higher income levels, $50,000 to $99,999 and
over $100,000 were both just slightly over the expected counts of 109.2 and 58.2 with actuals of
110 and 59 respectively. A review of actual responses versus expected responses indicates that
respondents making $50,000 and up were only slightly more likely to change their college choice
in order to accept Tennessee Promise. Annual family income is probably not an indicator of
whether a student will change their college choice due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise.
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Table 12
RQ2 by Family Income Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend?

Yes

No

Count
Expected
Count
% for
column
Count
Expected
Count
% for
column

Up to $24,999
39
39.2

Family Income
$25,000
$50,000
to
to
$49,999
$99,999
47
110
48.4
109.2

Over
$100,000
59
58.2

Total
255
255.0

65.0%

63.5%

65.9%

66.3%

65.4%

21
20.8

27
25.6

57
57.8

30
30.8

135
135.0

35.0%

36.5%

34.1%

33.7%

34.6%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts and the Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= .168, df= 3, N = 390, p
= .983, and failing to reject the null hypothesis. While evaluation of the crosstab showed that
those with incomes over $50,000 are somewhat likely to change their college choice due to free
tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is not a statistically significant difference in the
relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and changing the college choice by family
income.
RQ2 by ACT Scores.
H014: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between the TN
Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon standardized test scores.
Respondents reported their ACT standardized test scores. There were 66.7% of
respondents to this question who answered affirmatively that they had changed their college
choice in order to accept Tennessee Promise. That segment consists of 70.6% of those who
scored 15 or less, 61.3% of those who scored between 16 and 20, 71.9% of those scoring 21
through 25, 61.7% of respondents who scored between 26 and 30, and 80% of those who scored
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over 30. Figure 21 shows the breakdown between categories. In order to reduce the number of
cells and increase the power of the Chi-square test, the ACT score categories 26-30 and Over 30
were combined into a category 26-32 as represented in Figure 21.

ACT SCORES AFTER RECODING

24.4%

20.6%

46.9%

36.6%

35.1%

No

3.8%

4.6%

27.9%

Yes

1 5 OR LESS

16-20

21-25

26-32

Figure 21. RQ2 by Recoded Test Scores
A crosstab (table 13) was run to examine the differences between expected versus actual
counts for this category. Counts for scores of 15 or less were very close, with the actual count of
12 only slightly more than the expected count of 11.3. Expected counts for scores of 16-20 were
much less than the expected counts with values of 73 and 79.3 respectively. Respondents with
ACT scores of 21-25 had expected counts of 114 and actual counts of 123. The last group, 26-32
was below the expected count by 57.3 compared to 54. It seems that students with scores
between 21-25 are much more likely to change their school due to free tuition from Tennessee
Promise than any other group.
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Table 13
RQ2 by Test Scores Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend?

Yes

Count

No

Expected
Count
% within
column
Count
Expected
Count
% within
column

ACT Score
16-20
21-25
73
123

26-32
54

Total
262

11.3

79.3

114.0

57.3

262.0

70.6%

61.3%

71.9%

62.8%

66.7%

5
5.7

46
39.7

48
57.0

32
28.7

131
131.0

29.4%

38.7%

28.1%

37.2%

33.3%

15 or less
12

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts and the Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= 4.347, df= 3, N = 393, p
= .226, and failed to reject the null hypothesis. While evaluation of the crosstab showed that
students with ACT scores from 21-25 are more likely to change their college choice due to free
tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is not a statistically significant difference in the
relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and changing the college choice by ACT score.
RQ2 by School Type.
H015: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between
the TN Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school
type (public, private, homeschool).
Respondents indicated the type of high school they attended as either public, private, or
homeschool. There were 66.3% of the respondents who answered affirmatively including 68%
of those who attended public school, 73.1% of those who attended private school and 51% of
those who were homeschooled. Figure 22 shows the breakdown of the category.
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DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT CHANGE
YOUR DECISION OF WHICH COLLEGE TO
ATTEND? BY SCHOOL TYPE

26.9%

32.0%
PUBLIC

49.0%

% No

51.0%

68.0%

73.1%

% Yes

PRIVATE

HOMESCHOOL

Figure 22. RQ2 by High School Type
A crosstab (Table 14) was run to examine the differences between the expected and
actual values found in the study. Public school students had an expected value of 223.3 and an
actual value of 229 for the yes answer. Private school students had an expected value of 17.2
with an actual value of 19. Homeschoolers were the exception in this category and had an actual
value of 25 compared to an expected value of 32.5, the only group under the expected value.
Analysis of the actual versus expected values indicates that students who attended public school
were most likely to change their college choice while those who attended private school were
only slightly likely to do so. Homeschoolers were not as likely to change their college choice.
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Table 14
RQ2 by High School Type Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend?
Was your high school . . .

Yes

Count

No

Expected
Count
% for
Column
Count
Expected
Count
% for
Column

Public
229

Private
19

Home
School
25

Total
273

223.3

17.2

32.5

273.0

68.0%

73.1%

51.0%

66.3%

108
113.7

7
8.8

24
16.5

139
139.0

32.0%

26.9%

49.0%

33.7%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and expected
counts. The Pearson chi-square was statistically significant at X2= 6.063, df= 2, N = 412, p < .05,
and rejected the null hypothesis. Public school and private school students are more likely to
change their college choice due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, while homeschool
students are not likely to change their choice. The chi-square test confirmed that there is a
statistically significant difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition changing
the college choice by high school type, however the Cramer’s V statistic indicates that it is small
at 0.121. The null hypothesis was rejected.
RQ2 by Grand Division of Tennessee.
H016: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between
the TN Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon the Grand
Division of Tennessee.
There were 66.3% of respondents who indicated that they changed their college
choice in order to receive Tennessee Promise free tuition. That group includes 65.7% of
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the respondents from East Tennessee, 66.2% of the respondents in Middle Tennessee,
and 67.4% of those in West Tennessee. See figure 23.
DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT CHANGE
YOUR DECISION OF WHICH COLLEGE TO
ATTEND? BY TN GRAND DIVISION

33.8%

34.3%

65.7%
EAST TN

MIDDLE TN

32.6%

67.4%

% No

66.2%

% Yes

WEST TN

Figure 23. RQ2 by Grand Division
A crosstab was run to examine the actual and expected values of the category.
See table 15. The expected values for East Tennessee are only slightly more than the
actual values at 117.9 and 117 respectively. Middle Tennessee had similar results with
an expected value of 98.1 and an actual value of 98. Only West Tennessee had an actual
value larger than expected with values of 58 compared to 57. An analysis of the actual
and expected values indicates that the Grand Division of Tennessee is probably not an
indicator of whether students will change their college choice in order to accept
Tennessee Promise funds, except perhaps in West Tennessee where students are only
slightly likely to change their college choice.
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Table 15
RQ2 by Grand Division Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to
attend?
TN Grand Division
Middle
East TN
TN
West TN
Total
Yes
Count
117
98
58
273

No

Expected
Count
% for
column
Count
Expected
Count
% for
column

117.9

98.1

57.0

273.0

65.7%

66.2%

67.4%

66.3%

61
60.1

50
49.9

28
29.0

139
139.0

34.3%

33.8%

32.6%

33.7%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and
expected counts. The Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= .076, df=
2, N = 412, p = .963, and fails to reject the null hypothesis. While evaluation of the
crosstab showed that students from West Tennessee are slightly more likely to change
their college choice due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is not a statistically
significant difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and changing
the college choice by Grand Division.
RQ2 by High School Grades.
H017: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between
the TN Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon high school
grades.
There were 66.3% of respondents who indicated that they had changed their
college choice in order to accept Tennessee Promise free tuition. That group consists of
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62.1% of A students, 73.2% of B students, 52.2% of C students and 100% of D students.
Figure 24 shows a depiction of the category.

DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT CHANGE
YOUR DECISION OF WHICH COLLEGE TO
ATTEND?
BY HIGH SCHOOL GRADES
% No

47.8%

52.2%

0.0%

26.8%

37.9%

62.1%

73.2%

100.0%

% Yes

A

B

C

D

Figure 24. RQ2 by High School Grades
A crosstab (table 16) was run to examine the differences between the expected
and actual values of the category. Respondents reporting an average grade of A in high
school had a higher expected count of 145.1 with an actual count of 136. B students had
a lower expected count of 111.3 and an actual count of 123. C students had an expected
count of 15.2 and an actual count of only 12. The final group, D Students, had an
expected count of 1.3 with an actual count of 2. Analysis of the actual versus expected
values indicate that the B students were most likely to change their college choice in
order to receive free tuition from Tennessee Promise, with D students slightly likely.
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Table 16
RQ2 by High School Grades Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend?

Yes

Count

No

Expected
Count
% for
column
Count
Expected
Count
% for
column

A
136

B
123

C
12

D
2

273

145.1

111.3

15.2

1.3

273.0

62.1%

73.2%

52.2%

100.0%

66.3%

83
73.9

45
56.7

11
7.8

0
0.7

139
139.0

37.9%

26.8%

47.8%

0.0%

33.7%

A chi-square test (table 32) was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and
expected counts. The Pearson chi-square was statistically significant at X2= 8.389, df= 3, N =
412, p < .05, and rejected the null hypothesis. Students who maintained a “B” average in high
school are more likely to change their college choice due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise.
The chi-square test confirmed that there is a statistically significant difference in the relationship
of Tennessee Promise free tuition changing the college choice by high school grades, however
the Cramer’s V statistic indicates that it is small at .143. The null hypothesis was rejected.
RQ2 by Parent 1 Education.
H018: There is no statistically significant difference in the relationship between
the TN Promise tuition program and the college chosen based upon parents’ level
of education.
There were 66.7% of the respondents who indicated that they had changed their
college choice in order to accept Tennessee Promise free tuition. That group represented
57.9% of students whose parent has less than a high school education, 69.4% of those
with a high school diploma or other college (such as a trade school), 66.8% of those
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whose parents have up to aa four-year college degree, and 63.9% of those with up to a
graduate degree as shown in figure 25.
DID THE TENNESSEE PROMISE GRANT CHANGE
YOUR DECISION OF WHICH COLLEGE TO
ATTEND? BY LEVEL OF PARENT 1 EDUCATION

LESS THAN HS

% No

HS OR OTHER
COLLEGE

UP TO 4-YR
DEGREE

36.1%

63.9%
33.2%

30.6%

66.8%

69.4%
42.1%

57.9%

% Yes

UP TO GRADUATE
DEGREE

Figure 25. RQ2 by Parent 1 Education
A crosstab was run to examine the expected and actual counts of each group in
the category. Results are shown in table 17. Respondents with Parent 1 education less
than high school had a higher expected value than actual with values of 12.7 and 11
respectively. The high school education group had a higher actual than expected value at
84 and 80.7. Those with up to a 4-year degree showed only a slight difference at an
expected value of 128.7 and an actual value of 129. Parent 1 with up to a graduate degree
had an expected value of 48 compared with an actual of 46. It appears that Parent 1
education is not an indicator of whether a student will change their college choice due to
free tuition from Tennessee Promise, with the possible exception of those with a high
school education who are more likely to do so.
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Table 17
RQ2 by Parent 1 Education Crosstab
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend?
Parent 1 Education

Yes

Count

No

Expected
Count
% for
column
Count
Expected
Count
% for
column

Less than
HS
11

HS or
other
college
84

Up to 4yr degree
129

Up to
Graduate
degree
46

Total
270

12.7

80.7

128.7

48.0

270.0

57.9%

69.4%

66.8%

63.9%

66.7%

8
6.3

37
40.3

64
64.3

26
24.0

135
135.0

42.1%

30.6%

33.2%

36.1%

33.3%

A chi-square test was run to evaluate the differences between the actual and
expected counts and the Pearson chi-square was not statistically significant at X2= 1.324,
df= 3, N = 405, p = .724, and failed to reject the null hypothesis. While evaluation of the
crosstab showed that students whose parents have a high school or other college
(including trade schools and certificates) are more likely to change their college choice
due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, there is not a statistically significant
difference in the relationship of Tennessee Promise free tuition and changing the college
choice by Parent 1 level of education.
RQ2 Summary of Findings
Of the 412 respondents to RQ2, 66.3% indicated that they had changed their college
choice due to free tuition through Tennessee Promise. Analysis of the data revealed that the
following student characteristics were statistically significant in determining whether a student
changed their college choice due to Tennessee Promise:
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•

Public school and private school students were more likely to change their college
choice due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise, while homeschool students were
not likely to change their choice. Public school actual values were 68% as compared
to expected values of 66.3% while private school actual values were 73.1% compared
to expected values of 66.3%. On the other hand, values for homeschool students
were reversed with significant differences in actual values of 51% versus expected
values of 66.3%.

•

Students who maintained a “B” or “D” average in high school are more likely to
change their college choice due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise. (73.2%
actual versus 66.3% expected). Though there was a small sample of “D” students,
100% of the “D” students who responded changed their college choice.

After further analysis of the data and though not statistically significant, the following
patterns emerged that identify the differences between those who answered yes to the question
regarding changing their college choice and those who answered no:
•

Females were more likely than males to change their college choice.

•

African Americans, and Asian students to a lesser extent, were likely to change their
college choice due to free tuition while multi-racial students were not. Notably,
actual values for African American students were 80% versus expected values of
66.3%.

•

Those reporting their family annual income at $50,000 or more were more likely to
change their college choice due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise.

•

Students with ACT scores from 21-25 were more likely to change their college choice
due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise.
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•

Students whose parents have a high school or other college education (including trade
schools and certificates) are more likely to change their college choice due to free
tuition from Tennessee Promise.

There was one factor tested that did not appear to have influence on the decision to enroll
in college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise:
•

Students from West Tennessee were only slightly more likely to change their college
choice than their peers in East and Middle Tennessee. The Grand Division of
Tennessee is probably not significant.

Theoretical Relevance of the Study
The study results describe the target group of Tennessee Promise students in light of two
theories: 1) human theory, and 2) social capital theory. It is necessary to consider both theories
in order to describe the students. The theoretical relevance of the study is discussed in this
section.
Human Capital Theory. Investment in education and training are investments in human
capital. Further, the investments tend to raise the level of earnings as students age because
returns are added and lower them as students are younger because wages and the costs of the
investment are netted (Becker, 1962). This is consistent with the contention that students will
make decisions based on the utility of a college education (Belasco, 2013), and that the student
will make decisions based on productivity gains and economic investment (Perna & Titus, 2004).
The Tennessee Promise provides two years of free tuition to either a college offering an
Associate’s degree program or to a technical school offering vocational training opportunities.
Applying human capital theory in this case, because the cost of the investment in education is
reduced for two years, the returns are potentially increased at a younger age. The study results
confirm that students who may not have enrolled in college without Tennessee Promise are
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choosing to enroll in college due to the availability of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise
program. Though this research excluded technical schools, there were 22% of the survey
respondents who are currently enrolled in an academic program at a college when they would not
have been able to attend without the funds, thus raising the effects of future and present gross
earnings and increasing the return on investment for education (Desjardins & Toutkoushian,
2005). Human capital also carries a concept of academic accomplishment and academic
preparation. Standardized test scores are also a traditional way of measuring academic
accomplishment with scores with higher scores indicating higher probability of pursuing higher
education (Perna & Titus, 2004). This study found ACT scores to be statistically significant as a
predictor of students who will leverage the opportunity to attend college due to the availability of
free tuition through Tennessee Promise. In addition, high school grades were found to be
statistically significant as an indicator of who may change their college choice in order to accept
the free tuition.
Social Capital Theory. The theory of social capital depends on relationships. Those
relationships between students and their families, as well as the relationships within communities
help to encourage (or discourage) the growth of human capital (Coleman, 1988). Social capital
theory posits that parental involvement and ethnicity may affect the college choice process
(Litten, 1982; Martin, 2015).
This research reinforces the level of parental education as a statistically significant factor
where the opportunity to attend college when Tennessee Promise is available is concerned,
especially when the parents are not college educated. This research, coupled with the
requirements of mentors and parental participation in the Tennessee Promise qualification
processes, is consistent with the relationship aspect of social capital theory. The sociologic
approach also considers parental involvement as well as academic achievements as primary
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factors affecting the college choice process (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002). Academically, this
study found that “B” students were statistically significantly more likely to enroll in college due
to Tennessee Promise. In addition, they were also likely to change their college choice in order
to accept the free tuition from Tennessee Promise. Tennessee Promise has attracted students
across gender, race, and socioeconomic status.
Applications to Professional Practice
Tennessee became the first state to offer free tuition to selected students in 2014 when it
passed the Tennessee Promise legislation. Its aim is to capture 500,000 students who would not
have attended college otherwise by 2025. It was developed after a University of Tennessee study
forecasted that by 2025, 55% of the jobs in Tennessee would require a post-secondary credential.
At that time, there were only 32% of state residents holding at least two-year degrees (Williams,
2015). This study adds to the literature with its discovery that 22% of Tennessee Promise
recipients would not have enrolled in college without the benefit of the program.
Target Market Profile
This research study provides a target market profile for students who are currently
matriculating from a two-year program using Tennessee Promise funds. Two simple questions
found respondents who 1) were able to enroll in college due to Tennessee Promise, and 2) who
changed their college choice in order to accept the free tuition provided by Tennessee Promise.
Below is a summary of the profile findings.
•

By gender, females were more likely to answer both questions affirmatively. There
were males in both categories as well, however, females answered yes in higher than
expected numbers.

•

By race, Hispanics were more likely than other students to attend college due to
Tennessee Promise with an actual number over twice the expected number. Multi-
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racial students and Native Americans were also slightly more likely than other
students to do so. However, African Americans were more likely to change their
college choice with actual numbers about 15% higher than expected. Asians also
changed their college choice but in smaller numbers. Multi-racial students were less
likely than others to change their college choice to accept free tuition from Tennessee
Promise.
•

By family income, students reporting incomes of less than $50,000 per year were
more likely to enroll in college due to the program. Students reporting income of
$50,000 or more per year were more likely to change their college choice in order to
take advantage of free tuition.

•

By standardized test scores (ACT), students with ACT scores 20 or less enrolled in
college due to Tennessee Promise in larger numbers than expected - almost 20%
more for those scoring 15 or less and 10% more for those scoring 16-20. Students in
the group scoring 21-25 were more likely to change their college choice to accept the
free tuition with about 5% more than expected. This was also the most highly
populated group within this question, with almost half of the respondents reporting
ACT scores in this range.

•

By type of high school, students from home schools were only slightly more likely
than their peers in private and public schools to enroll in college due to free tuition
from Tennessee Promise. However public and private school students were more
likely to change their college choice, and homeschool students were not likely to do
so. Private school students responded affirmatively to the question in numbers about
7% higher than expected.
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•

By Grand Division of Tennessee, students in West Tennessee were more likely to
enroll in college due to free tuition from Tennessee Promise in numbers about 8%
greater than expected. However, the Grand Division of Tennessee does not appear to
be an indicator of whether students will change their college choice with students in
West Tennessee being only slightly more likely to do so.

•

By high school grades, “B” and “D” students were more likely than others to enroll in
college with free tuition from Tennessee Promise. There was a very small sample of
“D” students, however, 100% of “D” students changed their college choice along
with about 7% more “B” students than expected.

•

By Parent 1 education, students who reported parents having less than high school, or
high school or other college (including trade schools or certificates) were more likely
to enroll in college due to Tennessee Promise. Those with less than high school were
more than 15% more than expected, while high school or other college were
numbered about 7% higher than expected. While the numbers for the category “up to
a 4-year degree” were very close to the expected values, the responses for graduate
degrees were 15% below the expected values. Students reporting parents with high
school or other college were also more likely to change their college choice to accept
free tuition from Tennessee Promise.

States
Other states are interested in the outcome of the Tennessee Promise program due to their
own plans to implement similar free tuition opportunities. Oregon, New York, and Rhode Island
are pursuing similar initiatives to provide free tuition to recent high school graduates. The
Oregon Promise program began in 2015 and is experiencing results similar to Tennessee
Promise. Researchers at the University of Pennsylvania have begun preparations to track
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“Promise” program results in a database and plan to study program impact in the near future
(Tamburin, 2017). New York announced their Excelsior Scholarship on April 7, 2017. It gives
free four-year college to New York residents within specific income brackets (Chen, 2017) and
carries a residency requirement post-graduation or the grant becomes a loan (Seltzer, 2017).
The economic, social, policy, and academic impact of “Promise” programs will be the
subject of research as other states implement their own versions of the program. This study may
add to that body of knowledge as one of the first studies for Tennessee Promise.
Recruiters
With the success of the Tennessee Promise and its appeal across race, gender, and
socioeconomic status, free tuition is a disruptor of current recruiting practices. Though tuition is
free, Tennessee Promise does not cover books, room and board, or fees. Because Tennessee
Promise is a “last dollar” scholarship, all other sources of aid (other than loans) must be
exhausted. Many students are working 30 to 40 hours per week to cover the costs of books and
fees and to help their families or make ends meet. There is also concern that students will drop
out due to the additional expense (Semuels, 2015). Facing those concerns complicates the
recruiting process.
It is important that recruiters from all institutions understand their target market in order
to perform more effectively. Knowing the profile of the student who is likely to choose their
school is critical to successful, effective recruiting. This study has provided a profile of students
who accepted Tennessee Promise funds. By using that profile and targeting the specific groups,
either directly or by exception, recruiters will be able to effectively pursue the desired students
and compete with the free tuition.
Findings of this study are of interest to schools not accepting Tennessee Promise students
from a strategic marketing perspective. For four-year schools (with and without Associates
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degree programs) understanding the appeal of free tuition to Millennials and their parents may
give insight into alternate promotions. For example, Bryan College, a small Christian institution
that is also a Tennessee Promise qualifying school, is offering free tuition to its Masters
programs for students who complete their entire baccalaureate degree on campus in four years,
maintain a 3.5 GPA, and enroll for graduate school immediately upon graduation (Bryan
College, 2017). Other universities are developing scholarship programs especially for transfer
students to encourage the students to continue their education on a specific campus. The
University of Tennessee at Knoxville announced a Volunteer Transfer Scholarship for any
transfer student (whether in or out of state) who has completed an associate degree at any
Tennessee Board of Regents community college with a 3.25 GPA. The scholarship is automatic
and no application will be required. It covers two years or four semesters and could be worth
between $1,500 and $5,000 annually. Other UT campuses offer similar benefits (Ohm, 2017).
Curriculum
Test scores indicate that 70% of college freshmen are deficient in math and English
skills. For that reason, many community college students begin their college career in remedial
classes for math and English. The remedial classes require the same tuition rates as other
courses but do not award college credit. This fact alone can demoralize students who may have
questions about their own suitability for college. Tennessee changed the requirements for
remedial requirements and is starting students in regular introductory courses. If the students’
ACT scores would have previously placed them in a remedial class, under this co-requisite
process, they must enroll in a “learning support” class to assist in building academic skills. The
co-requisite program is associated with good results with first-time pass rates for English
increasing significantly from 49% to 70% (Mason, 2015). Maintaining course integrity while
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facing growing enrollment of students formerly intimidated by college classes may be a
challenge to community colleges, later affecting four-year schools as these students transfer.
Student Debt
The biblical account of investment in Matthew 25:14-19 and the discussion of wisdom in
Proverbs 16:16 are consistent with human capital theory. Higher education can be an expensive
investment. Student loan debt is at its highest level of $1.3 trillion with more than 44 million
borrowers. The average 2016 graduate has student loan debt of over $37 thousand, with over a
million borrowers owing over $100,000. Four million borrowers are in default (Friedman,
2017). Some Tennessee Promise students and their parents use the free tuition as a way of
mitigating cost for the first two years prior to transferring to a more expensive four-year school
(Tamburin, 2017). This is consistent with the fact that Millennials are more risk-averse and
debt-averse than other generational cohorts, with very conservative investment and spending
strategies (Howe, 2014). Free tuition gives Tennessee Promise students an opportunity to see for
themselves that it is “better to get wisdom than gold” (Proverbs 16:16), as well as giving some
students an opportunity for education that may have seemed just out of their reach.
Recommendations for Action
College recruiters for four-year schools should be aware of the anticipated transfer rate
for Tennessee Promise students. With 70% of students planning to continue their education past
the Associates degree level, four-year schools can look forward to an influx of those students
beginning in the Fall 2017 semester. According to Ohm (2017), there were 16,290 students who
used the free tuition program in 2015. Based on Parker’s (2017) response to a request for
information, 85% of those students enrolled in community colleges. Of those 13,850 students,
approximately 8,000 of those students returned for the Fall 2017 semester. If 70% of those
students transfer to four-year schools, there is a net gain of over 5,600 students in those schools.
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Recruiters should be prepared to deal with greater volume of transfer students than normal. In
addition, 85% of the students responding to this research study live at home or with family, many
in an effort to mitigate cost. Knowing that 70% of the students plan to transfer to a four-year
school, schools local to the area should have a robust recruiting presence at the local community
colleges. Recruiters for four-year schools offering Tennessee Promise or a similar promotion
should become familiar faces at area high school events.
Students in the research study (67%) indicated changing their college choice to meet
financial needs. One private school has offered its Tennessee Promise students, as well as other
community college transfer students whether or not they are Tennessee Promise students, a
discount of $1,090 per year for two years (the average cost per student for Tennessee Promise) if
they will remain at, or transfer to, the school to complete baccalaureate requirements. Those
students must maintain at least a 2.5 GPA to continue their qualification (Carson-Newman,
2016). Other four-year schools may want to look at the cost and determine if gaining a student
for four years rather than two years is worth an additional $2,180.
In addition, four-year schools whose charters allow may enhance their two-year options
in order to attract more students. With only two percent of Tennessee Promise students attending
four-year schools, there is opportunity to attract some students who already plan to complete a
baccalaureate degree. Aggressive marketing of the strategy is needed and clear comparisons of
the campaign versus Tennessee Promise are required in order to illustrate the perceived benefits
of attending the four-year school rather than a community college. For example, attending a
school for four years may increase the students’ perception of belonging and build affinity with
the institution. Campus life, sports, and student organizations can be leveraged as methods of
increasing the level of student involvement to ensure there is a “fit” between the student and the
institution (Vianden & Barlow, 2014, p. 17). In the case of a private school, those benefits might
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include a smaller teacher/student ratio with greater access to instructors, thus increasing the
ability to form relationships. Successful perceived benefits may offset the availability of free
tuition and outweigh the increased cost.
Recommendations for Further Study
This study focusing on the effects of Tennessee Promise on the college choice process
reveals other opportunities for further study. Little quantitative research has been completed
regarding the college choice habits of Millennials. There is also little research about the
relationship between free tuition and the college choice process. Since Tennessee passed the
legislation for Tennessee Promise free tuition for high school or home school graduates from the
state of Tennessee, interest has increased in the concept from other states and the federal
government.
The targeted respondents of this study were students attending college in the State of
Tennessee and using Tennessee Promise funds. However, Tennessee shares borders with eight
states: Missouri, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, North Carolina, Virginia, and
Kentucky. Based on the findings regarding the number of students who changed their college
choice to take advantage of Tennessee Promise funds, it is likely that some students chose to stay
in-state in Tennessee to take advantage of two years of free tuition rather than crossing state lines
to attend college. The ability to reach all Tennessee high school graduates rather than only those
attending school in Tennessee might provide insight into the impact on enrollment in
neighboring states.
In addition, more research regarding the importance of parental influence in the college
choice process would be useful. Parental education level was an area of interest in this study,
especially when the parents were high school graduates or less, however, even at higher levels of
parental education, the influence of free tuition was evident. Likewise, socioeconomic status as
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measured by annual household income found Tennessee Promise students reporting incomes
from $0 – 24,999 up to greater than $200,000 per year. A study to determine any correlation
between household income, the level of parental involvement, and levels of parental education
might prove beneficial to college recruiters and marketers.
A longitudinal study tracking Tennessee Promise students and their graduation rates,
employment opportunities, and earnings could further validate the long-range importance of the
free tuition program. In addition, a longitudinal study related to alumni giving with students who
have used free tuition at community colleges and transferred to four-year schools would be
worthwhile. Is two years at a higher education institution enough to develop an affinity strong
enough to trigger philanthropic giving? Do the four-year schools that participate in Tennessee
Promise experience a different alumni-giving rate? How will the increased number of transfer
students affect the levels of alumni giving at four-year schools?
Reflections
At the onset of this quantitative descriptive research study, there was one class of
Tennessee Promise students. Since that time, another class has graduated from high school and
approximately 16,500 more students are using Tennessee Promise funds to attend college. There
is now demographic information about the high school graduating class of 2015, though at the
time of this writing, there was not yet data about the class of 2016. There was little known about
how well the students would perform and if they would register for their second semester. They
returned in numbers greater than non-Promise students. The class of 2015 is making
preparations to graduate and the class of 2017 is deep into preparations to become the third
cohort of Tennessee Promise students.
The research was slowed by IRB approvals at numerous schools and holidays but the
students responded to the survey in numbers more than adequate to give a statistically significant
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sampling of the group. Once the statistics are released for the 2016 high school graduates, it is
expected that the demographics of this research study are comparable to the combined 2015 and
2016 classes. Tennessee enacted the Tennessee Promise to enable and encourage those students
to enroll in college who may not have had the confidence or the means to do so otherwise.
Governor Haslam sees the program as an answer to a lack of qualified candidates to fill
technology jobs and an answer to two of the most pressing inhibitors to college enrollment – cost
and intimidation. Since the inception of the program, first-time freshman enrollment has
increased by 13% (Tamburin, 2017).
Providing opportunities for students to improve their lot in life is certainly consistent with
biblical principles of servant leadership as shown in Matthew 20: 26 where Jesus tells his
disciples “whoever wants to be a leader among you, must be your servant” (NLT), and in
Philippians 2: 3-4, “in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests
but each of you to the interests of the others” (NIV). The program provides opportunities for
mentors to influence the lives of young students. It provides opportunities for young students to
serve their communities through required community service projects. It provides a boost in the
economy as Tennessee citizens are prepared for future jobs in technology-based occupations as
well as business and liberal arts. In the spirit of Proverbs 16:16, “How much better to get
wisdom than gold, insight rather than silver” (NIV), Tennessee Promise is giving its students the
opportunity to seek wisdom.
Summary and Study Conclusions
The State of Tennessee enacted legislation in 2014 authorizing the Tennessee Promise – a
program that entitles all graduates of Tennessee high schools and home schools, regardless of
grades or income, to two years of free tuition at the state’s technical schools, community
colleges, and qualifying four-year schools that offer Associates degrees. This quantitative
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descriptive study began in an effort to determine if the declining enrollment in Tennessee’s fouryear colleges was related to free tuition from Tennessee Promise. Survey responses from 412
Tennessee Promise students from nine colleges were analyzed to examine the impact of free
tuition on the college choice process.
The results showed that 22% of Tennessee Promise students would not have enrolled in
college without the free tuition assistance. For that reason, for research question one,” is there a
relationship between the availability of free tuition through the Tennessee Promise legislation
and the decision to enroll in college for 2015 and 2016 graduates of Tennessee high schools and
home schools”, the null hypothesis was rejected. The findings show that Tennessee Promise
sponsored free tuition had a statistically significant influence on students who chose to go to
college. This study has resulted in a clear profile of the students who are most likely to choose to
enroll in college due to Tennessee Promise. The profile includes students making 20 or less on
the ACT test, those with parents with a high school education or less, women, Hispanics and
multi-racial students, those with incomes less than $50,000, students in West Tennessee, and “B”
students.
For Research Question Two, “is there a relationship between the offer of free tuition
through the Tennessee Promise legislation and the specific college chosen by 2015 and 2016
graduates of Tennessee high schools and home schools”, more than 66% of students surveyed
responded that they had changed their choice of college in order to accept Tennessee Promise
funds, a statistically significant finding rejecting the null hypothesis. Free tuition provided by
Tennessee Promise was an influencing factor in leading students to change their college choice
to attend a qualifying institution. This study has resulted in a clear profile of students who are
most likely to change their college choice due to Tennessee Promise. That profile includes
public and private school students (but not homeschooled students), “B” and “D” students,
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females, African American, Asian, and Native American students, those with incomes greater
than $50,000, students scoring 21-25 on the ACT test, and those with parents having a high
school education.
This study adds to the literature by its focus on Millennials and the fact that it is
quantitative in nature. The economic, social, policy, and academic impact of “Promise”
programs will be the subject of research as other states implement their own versions of the
program. This study will add to that body of knowledge as one of the first studies for Tennessee
Promise.
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Appendix A: Data Identification
Question
Type
Variable
Data Type
1. Consent
Nominal
Moderating Dichotomous
2. Did you receive Tennessee
Nominal
Moderating Dichotomous
Promise funding for your
higher education?
3. Did the Tennessee Promise
grant result in your enrolling in
college when you were not
planning to go to college?
4. Did the Tennessee Promise
grant change your decision of
which college to attend?

Nominal

Dependent

Dichotomous

Nominal

Dependent

Dichotomous

5. If you are in a two-year
program, do you plan to
transfer to a four-year school?

Nominal

Moderating Normal

6. Are you male or female?
7. Which race/ethnicity best
describes you? (Please choose
only one.)
8. In what city or county did
you attend your final year of
high school

Nominal
Nominal

Moderating Dichotomous
Moderating Normal

Nominal

Moderating Normal

9. Was your high school
public, private or home-school?
10. What was your average
grade in high school?
11. What is your best
Composite ACT or SAT score?
12. Where do you live when
school is in session?
13. What college/ university
are you currently attending?

Nominal

Moderating Normal

Nominal

Moderating Normal

Nominal

Moderating Normal

Nominal

Moderating Normal

Nominal

Moderating Normal

14. Estimated annual
household income
15. What is the highest level of
formal education obtained by
your parents/guardians? Mark
one in each column.

Nominal

Moderating Normal

Nominal

Moderating Normal
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Appendix B: Survey Questions
Tennessee Promise Study
1. Applied Doctoral Research Project

You are invited to participate in a web-based online survey for a research project examining
the criteria that you considered as you chose a college. This is a research project being
conducted by Vicki Clark, a doctoral candidate at Liberty University. It should take less than
10 minutes to complete.

PARTICIPATION
Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You may refuse to take part in the research or
exit the survey at any time without penalty. You are free to decline to answer any particular
question you do not wish to answer for any reason.

BENEFITS
You will receive no direct benefits from participating in this research study. However,
responses are designed to help us learn more about how Tennessee students choose a college in
light of the availability of free tuition at Tennessee technical schools and community colleges.

RISKS
There are no foreseeable risks involved in participating in this study, no more than you would
encounter in everyday life.
CONFIDENTIALITY
Your survey answers will be sent to a link at SurveyMonkey.com where data will be stored in a
password protected electronic format prior to download. No personal information (e.g., IP
address) is being collected. Therefore, your responses will remain anonymous. No one will be
able to identify you or your answers, and no one will know whether or not you participated in
the study.
The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I might publish, there will
be no information that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be
stored securely and only the researcher will have access to the records. The data may be
shared with other researchers only in summary format and no individual responses will be
shared.

CONTACT
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact me via
email at vwalkerclark@liberty.edu or contact my research supervisor, Dr. Kendrick Brunson
via phone at (434) 592-4479 or via email at kwbrunson@liberty.edu.
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If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or that your
rights as a participant in research have not been honored during the course of this project, or
you have any questions, concerns, or complaints that you wish to address to someone other
than the investigator, you may contact the Liberty University Institutional Review Board at
1971 University Blvd., Lynchburg, VA 24515, or email irb@liberty.edu.
* 1. ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below. You may print a
copy of this consent form for your records. Clicking on the “Agree” button indicates
that
• You have read the above information
• You voluntarily agree to participate
• You are 18 years of age or older
Agree
Disagree

Tennessee Promise Study
2. Tennessee Promise Survey Questions
2. Did you receive Tennessee Promise funding for your higher education?
Yes
No

3. Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were

not planning to go to college?

Ye
s

No

4. Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend?
Yes
No
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5. If you are in a two-year program, do you plan to transfer to a four-year school?
Yes
No
Unsure at this time

6. Are you male or female?
Male
Female

7. Which race/ethnicity best describes you? (Please choose only one.)
American Indian or Alaskan Native
Asian / Pacific Islander
Black or African American
Hispanic
White / Caucasian
Multiple ethnicity / Other (please specify)

8. In what city or county did you attend your final year of high school?

9. Was your high school . . .
Public
Private
Home-school

10. What was your average grade in high school? (Mark one)
A or A+

A-
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B
+
B

B

C
+
C
D

11. What is your best Composite ACT or SAT score?
ACT
SAT

12. Where do you live when school is in session?
With your family or other relatives
Other private home, apartment, or room
College residence hall
Fraternity or sorority house
Other campus student housing
Other (please specify)

13. What college/ university are you currently attending?

14. What is your approximate average household income?
$0-$24,999
$25,000-$49,999
$50,000-$74,999
$75,000-$99,999
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$100,000-$124,999
$125,000-$149,999
$150,000-$174,999
$175,000-$199,999
$200,000 and up

15. What is the highest level of formal education obtained by your parents/guardians?

Mark one in each column.
Parent/guardian 1
Level of
education

Parent/guardian 2
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Appendix C: SPSS Output
Reliability Test – Cramer’s V
Group * Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go
to college? Crosstabulation
Count
Did the Tennessee Promise grant
result in your enrolling in college
when you were not planning to go
to college?
Yes
Group

No

Total

1

46

160

206

2

45

161

206

91

321

412

Total
Symmetric Measures

Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal

Significance

Phi

.006

.905

Cramer's V

.006

.905

N of Valid Cases

412

Group * Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend? Crosstabulation
Count
Did the Tennessee Promise grant
change your decision of which
college to attend?
Yes
Group

No

Total

1

133

73

206

2

140

66

206

273

139

412

Total
Symmetric Measures

Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal

Phi
Cramer's V

N of Valid Cases

Significance

-.036

.466

.036

.466

412
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RQ1 Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in
college when you were not planning to go to college?
Observed N

Expected N

Residual

Yes

91

206.0

-115.0

No

321

206.0

115.0

Total

412

Test Statistics
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not
planning to go to college?
Chi-Square
df
Asymp. Sig.
a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected frequencies less than 5. The minimum expected cell frequency is 206.0.

128.398a
1
.000
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RQ1 by Gender Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go to college?
* Are you male or female? Crosstabulation
Are you male or female?
Male
Did the Tennessee Promise Yes

Count

grant result in your

Expected Count

enrolling in college when

% within Are you male or

you were not planning to

female?

go to college?

No

Female

Total

19

72

91

22.2

68.8

91.0

19.0%

23.2%

22.2%

81

238

319

77.8

241.2

319.0

81.0%

76.8%

77.8%

100

310

410

100.0

310.0

410.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Significance (2-

Exact Sig. (2-

Exact Sig. (1-

sided)

sided)

sided)

Count
Expected Count
% within Are you male or
female?

Total

Count
Expected Count
% within Are you male or
female?

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Value
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity Correction

df
a

1

.377

.556

1

.456

.802

1

.371

.782
b

Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's Exact Test

.409

Linear-by-Linear Association

.780

N of Valid Cases

410

1

.377

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 22.20.
b. Computed only for a 2x2 table
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal

Phi
Cramer's V

N of Valid Cases

Significance

-.044

.377

.044

.377

410

.230
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RQ1 by Race Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go to
college? * Which race/ethnicity best describes you? (Please choose only one.) Crosstabulation
Which race/ethnicity best describes you?
Native

African

Amer
Did the

Yes Count

Tennessee

Expected Count

Promise grant

% within Which

result in your

race/ethnicity

enrolling in

best describes

college when

you?

you were not
to college?

Amer

Hispanic Caucasian Racial Total

1

1

7

9

67

6

91

.7

1.5

7.7

4.0

71.3

5.7

91.0

33.3% 14.3%

20.0%

50.0%

20.7% 23.1%

22.1
%

No Count

planning to go

Asian

Multi-

Expected Count
% within

2

6

28

9

256

2.3

5.5

27.3

14.0

251.7

66.7% 85.7%

80.0%

50.0%

20

321

20.3 321.0

79.3% 76.9%

77.9
%

Total

Count
Expected Count
% within

3

7

35

18

323

3.0

7.0

35.0

18.0

323.0

100.0% 100.0

100.0%

100.0%

%

Asymptotic
Significance (2df

sided)

9.060a

5

.107

7.645

5

.177

Linear-by-Linear Association

.193

1

.660

N of Valid Cases

412

Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio

a. 4 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is .66.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.148

.107

Cramer's V

.148

.107

412

412

26.0 412.0

100.0% 100.0 100.0
%

Chi-Square Tests

Value

26

%
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RQ1 by Family Income Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go to college?
* Family Income Crosstabulation
Family Income

Did the Tennessee

Yes

Up to

$25,000 to

$50,000 to

Over

$24,999

$49,999

$99,999

$100,000

Count

Total

19

17

35

15

86

Promise grant result

Expected Count

13.2

16.3

36.8

19.6

86.0

in your enrolling in

% within Family

31.7%

23.0%

21.0%

16.9%

22.1%

college when you

Income
41

57

132

74

304

Expected Count

46.8

57.7

130.2

69.4

304.0

% within Family

68.3%

77.0%

79.0%

83.1%

77.9%

60

74

167

89

390

Expected Count

60.0

74.0

167.0

89.0

390.0

% within Family

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

were not planning

No

to go to college?

Count

Income
Total

Count

Income

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

a

3

.189

Likelihood Ratio

4.600

3

.204

Linear-by-Linear Association

4.395

1

.036

Pearson Chi-Square

4.779

N of Valid Cases

390

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 13.23.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.111

.189

Cramer's V

.111

.189

390
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RQ1 by Test Scores Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go to college?
* ACT Score Crosstabulation
ACT Score
15 or less
Did the Tennessee

Yes

Count

Promise grant result in

Expected Count

your enrolling in

% within ACT Score

college when you were No
not planning to go to

Count

college?
Total

Expected Count
% within ACT Score

% within ACT Score

13

86

3.7

26.0

37.4

18.8

86.0

41.2%

31.9%

16.4%

15.1%

21.9%

10

81

143

73

307

13.3

93.0

133.6

67.2

307.0

58.8%

68.1%

83.6%

84.9%

78.1%

17

119

171

86

393

17.0

119.0

171.0

86.0

393.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Significance (2sided)

a

3

.001

Likelihood Ratio

15.349

3

.002

Linear-by-Linear Association

13.214

1

.000

Pearson Chi-Square

16.072

N of Valid Cases

393

a. 1 cells (12.5%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 3.72.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.202

.001

Cramer's V

.202

.001

393

Total

28

Asymptotic
df

26-32

38

Chi-Square Tests

Value

21-25

7

Count
Expected Count

16-20

146
RQ1 by Type of High School Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go to
college? * Was your high school . . . Crosstabulation
Was your high school . . .
Public
Did the Tennessee

Yes

Count

Private

Homeschool

Total

73

6

12

91

74.4

5.7

10.8

91.0

21.7%

23.1%

24.5%

22.1%

264

20

37

321

Expected Count

262.6

20.3

38.2

321.0

% within Was your high

78.3%

76.9%

75.5%

77.9%

337

26

49

412

337.0

26.0

49.0

412.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Promise grant result in

Expected Count

your enrolling in college

% within Was your high

when you were not

school . . .

planning to go to
college?

No

Count

school . . .
Total

Count
Expected Count
% within Was your high
school . . .

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

a

2

.898

Likelihood Ratio

.211

2

.900

Linear-by-Linear Association

.214

1

.644

N of Valid Cases

412

Pearson Chi-Square

.215

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 5.74.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.023

.898

Cramer's V

.023

.898

412
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RQ1 by Grand Division Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go to college?
* TN Grand Division Crosstabulation
TN Grand Division
East TN
Did the Tennessee

Yes

Count

26

91

39.3

32.7

19.0

91.0

19.7%

20.3%

30.2%

22.1%

143

118

60

321

Expected Count

138.7

115.3

67.0

321.0

% within TN Grand

80.3%

79.7%

69.8%

77.9%

178

148

86

412

178.0

148.0

86.0

412.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

your enrolling in college

% within TN Grand

when you were not

Division

college?

Total

30

Expected Count

No

West TN

35

Promise grant result in

planning to go to

Middle TN

Count

Division
Total

Count
Expected Count
% within TN Grand
Division

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

4.207a

2

.122

Likelihood Ratio

3.988

2

.136

Linear-by-Linear Association

3.051

1

.081

Pearson Chi-Square

N of Valid Cases

412

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 19.00.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.101

.122

Cramer's V

.101

.122

412
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RQ1 by High School Grades Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go to college?
* What was your average grade in high school? (Mark one) Crosstabulation
What was your average grade in high school?
A
Did the Tennessee

Yes

Count

D

Total

42

5

1

91

48.4

37.1

5.1

.4

91.0

19.6%

25.0%

21.7%

50.0%

22.1%

176

126

18

1

321

Expected Count

170.6

130.9

17.9

1.6

321.0

% within What was

80.4%

75.0%

78.3%

50.0%

77.9%

219

168

23

2

412

219.0

168.0

23.0

2.0

412.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Expected Count

in your enrolling in

% within What was

college when you

your average grade

were not planning

in high school?
No

C

43

Promise grant result

to go to college?

B

Count

your average grade
in high school?
Total

Count
Expected Count
% within What was
your average grade
in high school?

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

2.501a

3

.475

Likelihood Ratio

2.340

3

.505

Linear-by-Linear Association

1.483

1

.223

Pearson Chi-Square

N of Valid Cases
a.

412

2 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is .44.

Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.078

.475

Cramer's V

.078

.475

412
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RQ1 by Parent 1 Education
Did the Tennessee Promise grant result in your enrolling in college when you were not planning to go to college?
* Parent 1 Education Crosstabulation
Parent 1 Education
Up to

Did the Tennessee

Yes

Expected Count

in your enrolling in

% within Parent 1

college when you

Education
No

to go to college?

HS or other

Up to 4-yr

Graduate

HS

college

degree

degree

Count

Promise grant result

were not planning

Less than

Total

7

36

40

5

88

4.1

26.3

41.9

15.6

88.0

36.8%

29.8%

20.7%

6.9%

21.7%

12

85

153

67

317

14.9

94.7

151.1

56.4

317.0

63.2%

70.2%

79.3%

93.1%

78.3%

19

121

193

72

405

19.0

121.0

193.0

72.0

405.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Count
Expected Count
% within Parent 1
Education

Total

Count
Expected Count
% within Parent 1
Education

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

16.499a

3

.001

Likelihood Ratio

18.377

3

.000

Linear-by-Linear Association

15.958

1

.000

Pearson Chi-Square

N of Valid Cases

405

a. 1 cells (12.5%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 4.13.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.202

.001

Cramer's V

.202

.001

405
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RQ2 Chi-Square
Test Statistics
Did the Tennessee Promise grant
change your decision of which college
to attend?
Chi-Square

43.583a

df
Asymp. Sig.

1
.000

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected frequencies less than 5. The minimum expected
cell frequency is 206.0.
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RQ2 by Gender Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend? * Are you male or female?
Crosstabulation
Are you male or female?
Male
Did the Tennessee Promise Yes

Count

grant change your decision

Expected Count

of which college to attend?

% within Are you male or

Female

Total

63

208

271

66.1

204.9

271.0

63.0%

67.1%

66.1%

37

102

139

33.9

105.1

139.0

37.0%

32.9%

33.9%

100

310

410

100.0

310.0

410.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Significance (2-

Exact Sig. (2-

Exact Sig. (1-

sided)

sided)

sided)

female?
No

Count
Expected Count
% within Are you male or
female?

Total

Count
Expected Count
% within Are you male or
female?

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Value

df

.566a

1

.452

Continuity Correctionb

.398

1

.528

Likelihood Ratio

.561

1

.454

Pearson Chi-Square

Fisher's Exact Test

.468

Linear-by-Linear Association

.565

N of Valid Cases

410

1

.452

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 33.90.
b. Computed only for a 2x2 table
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal

Phi
Cramer's V

N of Valid Cases

Significance

-.037

.452

.037

.452

410

.263
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RQ2 by Race Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend? * Which race/ethnicity best
describes you? (Please choose only one.) Crosstabulation
Which race/ethnicity best describes you? (Please choose only
one.)
Native

African

American
Did the

Yes Count

Tennessee

Expected Count

Promise grant

% within

change your

No

Expected Count

which college to

% within

American

c

n

MultiRacial

Total

2

5

28

12

212

14

273

2.0

4.6

23.2

11.9

214.0

17.2

273.0

66.7%

71.4%

80.0%

66.7%

65.6%

1

2

7

6

111

12

139

1.0

2.4

11.8

6.1

109.0

8.8

139.0

33.3%

28.6%

20.0%

33.3%

34.4%

3

7

35

18

323

26

412

3.0

7.0

35.0

18.0

323.0

26.0

412.0

100.0% 100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0

Count

decision of

Asian

Hispani Caucasia

53.8% 66.3%

46.2% 33.7%

attend?
Total

Count
Expected Count
% within

100.0% 100.0%

%
Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

a

5

.429

Likelihood Ratio

5.086

5

.406

Linear-by-Linear Association

3.226

1

.072

Pearson Chi-Square

4.890

N of Valid Cases

412

a. 4 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 1.01.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.109

.429

Cramer's V

.109

.429

412

153
RQ2 by Income Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend? * Family Income
Crosstabulation
Family Income

Did the Tennessee

Yes

Up to

$25,000 to

$50,000 to

Over

$24,999

$49,999

$99,999

$100,000

Count

Total

39

47

110

59

255

Promise grant

Expected Count

39.2

48.4

109.2

58.2

255.0

change your

% within Family

65.0%

63.5%

65.9%

66.3%

65.4%

decision of which

Income
21

27

57

30

135

Expected Count

20.8

25.6

57.8

30.8

135.0

% within Family

35.0%

36.5%

34.1%

33.7%

34.6%

60

74

167

89

390

Expected Count

60.0

74.0

167.0

89.0

390.0

% within Family

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

college to attend?

No

Count

Income
Total

Count

Income
Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

.168a

3

.983

Likelihood Ratio

.167

3

.983

Linear-by-Linear Association

.083

1

.774

N of Valid Cases

390

Pearson Chi-Square

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 20.77.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.021

.983

Cramer's V

.021

.983

390
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RQ2 by Test Scores
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend? * ACT Score Crosstabulation
ACT Score
15 or less
Did the Tennessee

Yes

Count

Promise grant

Expected Count

change your

% within ACT Score

decision of which

No

college to attend?

Total

4

262

11.3

79.3

114.0

54.0

3.3

262.0

70.6%

61.3%

71.9%

61.7%

80.0%

66.7%

5

46

48

31

1

131

5.7

39.7

57.0

27.0

1.7

131.0

29.4%

38.7%

28.1%

38.3%

20.0%

33.3%

17

119

171

81

5

393

17.0

119.0

171.0

81.0

5.0

393.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2df

sided)

5.055a

4

.282

5.102

4

.277

Linear-by-Linear Association

.088

1

.767

N of Valid Cases

393

Likelihood Ratio

a. 2 cells (20.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 1.67.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Total

50

Expected Count

Pearson Chi-Square

Over 30

123

Count

Value

26-30

73

Expected Count

% within ACT Score

21-25

12

Count
% within ACT Score

16-20

Significance

Phi

.113

.282

Cramer's V

.113

.282

393
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RQ2 by School Type Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend? * Was your high school . . .
Crosstabulation
Was your high school . . .
Public
Did the Tennessee

Yes

Count

Private

Homeschool

Total

229

19

25

273

Promise grant change

Expected Count

223.3

17.2

32.5

273.0

your decision of which

% within Was your high

68.0%

73.1%

51.0%

66.3%

college to attend?

school . . .
108

7

24

139

Expected Count

113.7

8.8

16.5

139.0

% within Was your high

32.0%

26.9%

49.0%

33.7%

337

26

49

412

337.0

26.0

49.0

412.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

No

Count

school . . .
Total

Count
Expected Count
% within Was your high
school . . .

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

6.063a

2

.048

Likelihood Ratio

5.819

2

.054

Linear-by-Linear Association

4.188

1

.041

Pearson Chi-Square

N of Valid Cases

412

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 8.77.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.121

.048

Cramer's V

.121

.048

412
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RQ2 by Grand Division Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend? * TN Grand Division
Crosstabulation
TN Grand Division
East TN
Did the Tennessee

Yes

Count

Middle TN

West TN

Total

117

98

58

273

Promise grant change

Expected Count

117.9

98.1

57.0

273.0

your decision of which

% within TN Grand

65.7%

66.2%

67.4%

66.3%

college to attend?

Division
61

50

28

139

60.1

49.9

29.0

139.0

34.3%

33.8%

32.6%

33.7%

178

148

86

412

178.0

148.0

86.0

412.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

No

Count
Expected Count
% within TN Grand
Division

Total

Count
Expected Count
% within TN Grand
Division

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

.076a

2

.963

Likelihood Ratio

.076

2

.962

Linear-by-Linear Association

.070

1

.791

N of Valid Cases

412

Pearson Chi-Square

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 29.01.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.014

.963

Cramer's V

.014

.963

412
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RQ2 by High School Grades Crosstab and Chi-square
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend? * What was your average
grade in high school? (Mark one) Crosstabulation
What was your average grade in high school?
(Mark one)
A
Did the Tennessee

Yes

B

Count

C

D

Total

136

123

12

2

273

Promise grant

Expected Count

145.1

111.3

15.2

1.3

273.0

change your

% within What was

62.1%

73.2%

52.2%

100.0%

66.3%

decision of which

your average grade

college to attend?

in high school?
83

45

11

0

139

73.9

56.7

7.8

.7

139.0

37.9%

26.8%

47.8%

0.0%

33.7%

219

168

23

2

412

219.0

168.0

23.0

2.0

412.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

No

Count
Expected Count
% within What was
your average grade
in high school?

Total

Count
Expected Count
% within What was
your average grade
in high school?

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

8.389a

3

.039

Likelihood Ratio

9.028

3

.029

Linear-by-Linear Association

1.450

1

.228

Pearson Chi-Square

N of Valid Cases

412

a. 2 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is .67.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.143

.039

Cramer's V

.143

.039

412
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RQ2 by Parent 1 Education
Did the Tennessee Promise grant change your decision of which college to attend? * Parent 1 Education
Crosstabulation
Parent 1 Education
Up to

Did the Tennessee

Yes

Expected Count

change your

% within Parent 1

decision of which

Education
No

HS or other

Up to 4-yr

Graduate

HS

college

degree

degree

Count

Promise grant

college to attend?

Less than

Total

11

84

129

46

270

12.7

80.7

128.7

48.0

270.0

57.9%

69.4%

66.8%

63.9%

66.7%

8

37

64

26

135

6.3

40.3

64.3

24.0

135.0

42.1%

30.6%

33.2%

36.1%

33.3%

19

121

193

72

405

19.0

121.0

193.0

72.0

405.0

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Count
Expected Count
% within Parent 1
Education

Total

Count
Expected Count
% within Parent 1
Education

Chi-Square Tests
Asymptotic
Significance (2Value

df

sided)

1.324a

3

.724

1.303

3

.728

Linear-by-Linear Association

.072

1

.789

N of Valid Cases

405

Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum
expected count is 6.33.
Symmetric Measures
Approximate
Value
Nominal by Nominal
N of Valid Cases

Significance

Phi

.057

.724

Cramer's V

.057

.724

405
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Appendix D: IRB Approvals
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Appendix E: Other IRB Approved Documents
Student Recruitment Letter

170
Approved Letter to Institutions

